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Introduction

Although his writings are peculiar, there’s no harm in how they ramble and turn; although his rhetoric is irregular, it’s extraordinary and worth appreciating; what’s substantial in it is inexhaustible. Above he wandered with the maker of things, while below he befriended those who put life and death outside themselves, acknowledging no ending or beginning.

—Zhuāngzǐ §33.6

The Zhuāngzǐ is an anthology of short, anonymous writings produced and compiled in China between the late fourth and the early second century bce. It is one of the world’s great literary treasures and the single most important source for early Daoist philosophy.1 The text has exerted a profound influence on Chinese thought, literature, and culture, inspiring philosophy, poetry, idioms, proverbs, and visual art. It belongs on any short list of the great classics of world literature and philosophy, ranking among the most widely read and cited philosophical texts in the Chinese tradition, rivalling the Confucian Analects and the Dàodéjīng. Many of its stories have become familiar, beloved elements of Chinese culture, such as the butterfly dream (§2.17), the happy fish (§17.7), the frog in the well (§17.4), the giant bird who is mocked by a dove and cicada (§1.1), the useless tree (§4.4), or the cook who teaches his prince how to follow the Way and ‘nurture life’ (§3.2). Among its diverse parables, dialogues, and discussions can be found material of the highest philosophical interest, representing the culmination of critical, sceptical reflection on ethics, knowledge, language, political authority, self-identity, metaphysics, and the Way (dào) in classical Chinese thought.

Historical Context

The bulk of the writings collected in the Zhuāngzǐ were likely produced during the third century bce, the earliest portions of the material perhaps dating from the late fourth century, during the reputed lifetime of Zhuāng Zhōu, the anthology’s namesake, and the latest from the early decades of the Western Hàn dynasty (202–9 bce). Much of the material is thus probably from the last several decades of ancient China’s ‘Warring States’ period (481–221 bce), the culmination of the lively, dynamic period of intellectual ferment known as the ‘hundred schools of thought’.2

Throughout the Warring States period—up until the Qín dynasty unification in 221 bce—the early Chinese world was divided among numerous de facto independent states, the more powerful of which competed for military, economic, and cultural dominance. The rivalry between major states and the administration of government through numerous smaller fiefs provided extensive opportunities for members of the educated ‘scholar-gentleman’ or ‘officer’ class (the shì) to find positions as state officials, political counsellors, bureaucrats, scholars-in-residence, and other acknowledged ‘worthies’, who might receive a stipend or land from a regional lord. From this class emerged advocates of numerous traditions of thought and practice, or distinct conceptions of ‘the Way’ (dào), the appropriate path of personal, social, and political life. The most prominent such members of the ‘scholar-gentleman’ class were probably Confucius (Kǒng Qiū, d. 479 bce) and Mòzǐ (fl. c.430 bce), both of whom attracted fellowships of followers devoted to study, practice, and promulgation of their ethical and political ideals. These fellowships grew and spread across the major states over multiple generations. Devotees of the tradition of teachings and practices with which Confucius identified called themselves ‘Rú’ (‘Erudites’), while adherents of Mòzǐ’s path were known as ‘Mò’ (Mohists). Both were renowned for their commitment to ethical cultivation, focusing on the virtues of ‘benevolence’ (rén) and ‘righteousness’ ( yì). The Ruists emphasized the connections between these virtues and ritualized norms of propriety; the Mohists tied them to an ideal of ‘inclusive care’ for all. Both groups adopted a practice of composing and collecting together texts by which to record and circulate their teachings.

The Ruists and Mohists were the largest, most prominent fellowships devoted to competing conceptions of the Way, but they shared the scene with many other schools of thought, ethical teachers, and social activists. Rival scholar-practitioners and their circles of followers advocated diverse views on ethics, politics, knowledge, metaphysics, and other subjects, sometimes meeting to challenge one another’s views, sometimes debating them in the courts of regional lords. The Zhuāngzǐ itself mentions a number of such figures by name, such as Yáng Zhū, who supposedly propounded an ethics devoted to care of the self; Sòng Xíng, an anti-aggression activist who held that a fulfilling life can be attained through a simple, austere lifestyle; Gōngsūn Lóng, a brilliant but frivolous disputer; and Huì Shī, a renowned dialectician, one-time high official in Wèi, and, according to a series of (probably fictional) dialogues, Zhuāngzǐ’s best friend.

Other figures in the intellectual landscape were associated with the famous Jìxià ‘academy’ or assembly of scholars sponsored by the state of Qí. The major Ruist thinker Xúnzǐ spent some years at Jìxià, and Zōu Yǎn, proponent of a conception of the Way grounded in the patterns of yīn-yáng, or negative and positive natural energies, may have been based there. Book 33 of the Zhuāngzǐ, ‘All the World’—the earliest retrospective overview of earlier thinkers in the Chinese tradition—mentions several thinker-practitioners thought to have been resident at Jìxià, such as Péng Méng, Tián Pián, and Shèn Dào. Following the example of Jìxià, other regional rulers also convened convocations of scholars to serve as advisors and to enhance the prestige of their regime. The largest such assembly was sponsored by Lǚ Bùwéi (d. 235 bce), prime minister of Qín, whose scholarly retainers produced a grand compendium of writings entitled Lǚ’s Annals.

Zhuāngzǐ stories also mention numerous otherwise unknown—and most likely fictional—teachers, bands of practitioners, and circles of like-minded friends. In §5.1, for instance, a man named Wáng Tái is said to have as many disciples as Confucius, who considers Wáng a sage. In §5.2, a prime minister is depicted studying under a mysterious master named ‘Uncle Dark Nobody’. In §§6.5 and 6.6, two circles of friends bond with each other over their shared conception of the Way. In §21.1, a man named Tián Zǐfāng impresses a regional lord with a description of his teacher, who can enlighten people merely by changing his expression. Although these figures are probably invented, the depictions of them and other sagely characters attest to a context in which proponents and adherents of different visions of the Way joined together in learning and practicing their beliefs while regularly engaging in discussion with followers, associates, aristocrats, and opponents.

The Zhuāngzǐ writings were thus produced against the backdrop of a vibrant period of intellectual, ethical, and political activity in which a range of schools, circles, and lineages pursued different paths of inquiry and practice. This rich, diverse context is reflected in the material itself. Several sections of book 2, ‘Discourse on Evening Things Out’, present critical responses to the Ruists and Mohists, for example. Other sections of ‘Evening Things Out’ employ technical terminology that aligns with that of the Mohist dialectics and allude to the claims of disputers such as Huì Shī and Gōngsūn Lóng, who is also parodied in §17.4. Sections such as §§18.1 and 22.1 elaborate themes from the Dàodéjīng, while §25.10d attests to a lively metaphysical debate among otherwise unknown figures. Numerous Zhuāngzǐ passages—§6.8, for example—criticize prevailing ethical values, such as the virtues of benevolence and righteousness, while others—such as §7.2—debunk widely affirmed political advice. Yáng Zhū and the Mohists come in for criticism in passages such as §8.1, while the Ruists are mercilessly roasted in stories such as §§6.6 and 26.7.

If the Zhuāngzǐ critiques and responds to rival views of its time, from what standpoint does it do so? With what tradition or orientation were the voices in the Zhuāngzǐ affiliated? Among the various schools of thought during the Warring States, only two—the Ruists and the Mohists—identified themselves by widely used labels. The designations we now use for other doctrinal orientations—labels such as ‘Daoist’ or ‘Legalist’—were later, retrospective inventions, perhaps introduced by the Hàn dynasty archivist Sīmǎ Tán (d. 110 bce). ‘All the World’, book 33 of the Zhuāngzǐ, presents a survey of Warring States thought that identifies several sets of views later regarded as ‘Daoist’, but it distinguishes them into three different lines without using the label ‘Daoist’ (dàojiā) for any of them (see §§33.4, 33.5, and 33.6).

The writers of various parts of the Zhuāngzǐ thus would not have thought of themselves as ‘Daoists’, and indeed on reading through their texts it seems unlikely any general label existed for their family of doctrinal outlooks or orientations. Some may not even have drawn sharp boundaries between their conception of the Way and those of other groups. Surprisingly, by far the most frequently occurring character in Zhuāngzǐ stories and dialogues is not Zhuāngzǐ himself but Confucius, who in many instances is used as an authorial spokesman to present the text’s point of view (see, for example, §§4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.4, and 20.7). These positive depictions of Confucius raise the possibility that the writers of some Zhuāngzǐ passages may have seen themselves as presenting ideas compatible with the Ruist tradition. At the same time, many other Zhuāngzǐ passages reject Ruist values and denigrate the figure of Confucius (for example, §§2.14, 5.3, and 6.6).3

From our limited but growing knowledge of how texts were produced and transmitted during the Warring States and early Hàn periods, that the Zhuāngzǐ writings were preserved, passed down, and eventually placed in the Hàn royal archives attests to the existence of circles of scholar-practitioners who composed, collated, and transmitted the texts and perhaps also of readers or collectors who curated, recopied, and circulated them. Some of these circles may have resembled those depicted in the stories about Wáng Tái (§5.1), Uncle Dark Nobody (§5.2), and the oddball friends (§§6.5 and 6.6). Quotations from the Zhuāngzǐ in Lǚ’s Annals (c.239 bce) suggest that members of such circles were among the scholars retained by Lǚ Bùwéi around the middle of the third century bce, and the extensive borrowing from the Zhuāngzǐ in the rhapsodies of Jiǎ Yì (200–168 bce) and especially in the Huáinánzǐ (c.139 bce) indicates that lineages of transmission persisted a century later. Given the freewheeling, broad-minded orientation of much Zhuangist thought, these circles and lineages were probably loose associations of like-minded thinkers or devotees, not disciplined organizations, and given the range of different outlooks present in Zhuāngzǐ, there were probably multiple such groups. We can think of these as forming a network of intersecting traditions of thought, practice, and perhaps literary appreciation. This network was apparently active and popular in the late Warring States and early Hàn periods.

The Zhuāngzǐ

A first step in approaching the Zhuāngzǐ is to understand that, like the other pre-Hàn ‘masters’ anthologies—the Confucian Analects, the Mòzǐ, the Guǎnzǐ, and other volumes named after the ‘various masters’—it is not a ‘book’, in the sense of a coherent, deliberately produced work by a particular author. Nor is it the collected works of some great thinker, the person after whom it is named. It is a unique, anonymous anthology of brief, diverse writings assembled as a result of various quirks of early Chinese manuscript culture and the proclivities of its writers and early transmitters.4

At the time the Zhuāngzǐ was catalogued by Hàn dynasty archivists, it was a collection of fifty-two physically separate bamboo-strip scrolls ( piān), the content of which I will refer to as ‘books’. Each of these scrolls would have been similar in various respects to a notebook or a commonplace book, into which someone had recopied memorable bits of writing, whether their own or others’. (The ‘books’ thus were not ‘chapters’, in the modern sense, as ‘chapter’ implies that the content is an integral part of a larger work.) The Zhuāngzǐ as a whole was a collection of such notebooks or commonplace books, in effect a small library. This collection had been assembled gradually, most likely in multiple stages, over the third century bce and the early decades of the second century. The contents of the scrolls were the product of a long process of composing, editing, copying, recopying, and merging various short pieces of writing. This process would have been carried on through the efforts of numerous unknown teachers, disciples, writers, editors, and later readers, who wrote, revised, copied, compiled, and shared the material. The collection as a whole was probably formed by merging several smaller collections, perhaps with geographically distinct origins. The writings themselves were anonymous, as the cultural practice of claiming and acknowledging authorship developed only later, during the Hàn dynasty. The material was highly composite, many of the scrolls themselves comprising multiple independent essays, stories, and dialogues likely produced by various hands, at various times, for various purposes. Content from different sources could be copied onto the same scroll, as illustrated by Zhuāngzǐ book 11, which presents two or more distinct ethical and political stances.

The earliest hard evidence of the existence of material contained in the extant Zhuāngzǐ is that Lǚ’s Annals, a text firmly dated to 239 bce, quotes from or shares parts of more than a dozen passages found in the Zhuāngzǐ.5 One Annals passage (§13.3) attributes to Zhuāngzǐ words similar to the comment in §19.4 about becoming increasingly nervous as the stakes of a competition become higher. The Annals thus testifies that material now spread across more than half a dozen Zhuāngzǐ books was in circulation among the scholars assembled by Lǚ Bùwéi around the middle of the third century. Of course, this testimony shows only that some, not necessarily all, of the content of the Zhuāngzǐ was in circulation and that of the material in circulation some, not necessarily all, was attributed to Zhuāngzǐ.6

The next firm date we have recording the growth of the collection is c.165 bce, when a selection of texts that appear to be parts of the Zhuāngzǐ were interred in a tomb at Shuānggǔduī, Fùyáng, in Ān Huī province, which was excavated in 1977.7 Unfortunately, the bamboo-strip scrolls recovered from the tomb were badly damaged by the weather, and most of the scrolls seem to have been broken or destroyed by ancient grave robbers, leaving only a few barely decipherable fragments. Still, it appears that the tomb may have originally contained material from what are now several different books of the Zhuāngzǐ.8 A second excavated text, from a tomb at Zhāngjiāshān sealed in 167 bce and excavated in 1983, attests to the existence of the Robber Zhí story, §29.1 in the transmitted Zhuāngzǐ.9 It also suggests that the Robber Zhí story may have first circulated as a separate text before later being incorporated into the Zhuāngzǐ collection—after 167 bce—a scenario that seems inherently plausible, given the story’s distinctive style, ethical stance, and length.

A major milestone by which to trace the evolution of the Zhuāngzǐ as a fixed collection of writings is the extensive borrowing of Zhuāngzǐ material in the Huáinánzǐ, a lengthy compendium produced by retainers to Liú Ān, prince of Huáinán, which was presented to the Hàn court in 139 bce. The Huáinánzǐ reuses Zhuāngzǐ content in hundreds of places,10 yet it explicitly quotes Zhuāngzǐ only once.11 This treatment contrasts sharply with that given Lǎozǐ, the purported author of the Dàodéjīng, who is quoted extensively. A plausible explanation is that although the Huáinán circle obviously had copies of much or all of the material incorporated into the Zhuāngzǐ, they may not have regarded these writings as forming a fixed collection of texts attributed to Zhuāngzǐ. On the other hand, as Y. K. Lo points out,12 the ‘Yào Luè’ overview appended to the Huáinánzǐ mentions ‘Lǎo-Zhuāng’ as a pair, apparently assigning Zhuāngzǐ the status of a figurehead for a body of texts, as Lǎozǐ was for the Lǎozǐ (Dàodéjīng). A plausible explanation of this pairing might be that over the long course of the production of the Huáinánzǐ, the Zhuāngzǐ corpus acquired a status comparable to that of the Lǎozǐ. Harold Roth has plausibly conjectured that it was the Huáinán scholars who compiled the Zhuāngzǐ, assembling the fifty-two-book version eventually placed in the Hàn imperial archive.13 If that were the case, then we can see how Zhuāngzǐ materials might have been used extensively without attribution in the process of composing the Huáinánzǐ but then—perhaps as a result of the Huáinán scholars’ engagement with the material—compiled into and recognized as a distinct, named body of writings.

The biographical note on Zhuāngzǐ by Sīmǎ Tán in §63 of the Shǐ Jì (Records of the Grand Historian, c.91 bce) describes him as having produced a large body of writing but mentions only ‘The Fisherman’ (now book 31 of the Zhuāngzǐ), ‘Robber Zhí’ (§29.1), and ‘Breaking into Chests’ (book 10), alluding also to Gēngsāng Chǔ (§23.1) and to anecdotes found in §§17.5 and 32.9 of the extant edition. It gives no further information about the structure, content, or title of the Zhuāngzǐ collection as a whole. The much later Hàn History bibliographical catalogue (completed by 111 ce), based on the earlier work of Liú Xiàng (c.26 bce), records an edition of the Zhuāngzǐ comprising fifty-two books. This fifty-two-book version is likely to have been the edition consulted by Guō Xiàng (252–312 ce), who produced the thirty-three-book recension that has come down to us today. Guō’s aim in producing his recension appears to have been to provide a base text for his commentary, through which he presented his own thought, which he took to be an elaboration of ideas in the Zhuāngzǐ.

A number of editions of the Zhuāngzǐ were in circulation in Guō’s time, of lengths varying from twenty-six to fifty-two books.14 Guō consulted at least two of these, as he was familiar with the commentary in Xiàng Xiù’s twenty-six-book edition and he apparently worked from a fifty-two-book edition. In a postface preserved in an ancient Zhuāngzǐ manuscript at Kōzanji temple in Kyoto, Japan, and quoted by the early Táng dynasty commentator Lù Démíng (c.550–630), Guō praises Zhuāngzǐ’s ‘magnificent talent’, which was ‘renowned throughout the world’, but complains that ‘one-sided scholars, unable to comprehend his grand import, recklessly added peculiar expositions’ to the Zhuāngzǐ corpus, which were ‘sophistical and motley’ yet made up ‘three parts in ten’.15

Some of this material, he reports, was bizarre or fantastic, ‘like the Classic of Mountains and Rivers’ or the ‘Book of Dream Divination’. Some ‘came from the Huáinán court’ or ‘disputed forms and names’. But in Guō’s opinion all of these ‘peculiar expositions’ were ‘vulgar and contrary in writing style, ultimately lacking depth or profundity, being merely difficult to understand, and thereby troubling later fools, causing them to get bogged down and lost’. Crucially, he gives titles for a handful of the offending writings, which he explains include both ‘books’ ( piān) and ‘sections’ or ‘pieces’ (shǒu). These examples make it clear that Guō’s editorial work included not only discarding entire ‘books’ but excising certain ‘sections’ within ‘books’. He explains that he omitted these writings from his edition because he considered them unreliable as sources of Zhuāngzǐ’s ‘thought’ or ‘intention’. So, he says, from among the corpus he selected the best parts, which attained ‘completeness with the overall whole’, yielding a total of thirty-three books. Cutting nineteen of fifty-two books of course amounts roughly to, as Guō indicates, three parts in ten. Guō’s edition became popular—Lù Démíng, who was in a position to consult a range of editions, considered it to ‘best accord with Mr. Zhuāng’s import’—and over the centuries other editions gradually fell out of circulation.

Zhuāng Zhōu and Authorship

The Zhuāngzǐ is traditionally attributed to a man named Zhuāng Zhōu, about whom so little is known that we can reasonably question whether he actually existed. Only a few bits of purportedly historical information about Zhuāng are available from ancient sources. The brief biographical note in the Shǐ Jì reports that he was from a place called Méng, where he was once an official in the ‘Lacquer Garden’, and that he lived at the same time as King Huì of Liǎng (reigned 369–319 bce) and King Xuān of Qí (reigned 319–301 bce). Appended to the entry for the Zhuāngzǐ in the Hàn History bibliographical catalogue (c.111 ce) is a note saying he was from Sòng, a small, central state, perhaps where Méng was located. These biographical details are open to question, however, since the Shǐ Jì presents Zhuāng as a follower of the teachings of Lǎozǐ, for whom it gives a more detailed biography, most of which consists of unfounded legend. The details reported for Zhuāng Zhōu could similarly be mere legend.

The Shǐ Jì describes Zhuāng as having produced voluminous writings, ‘mostly consisting of allegory’. Specifically, it credits him with writing ‘The Fisherman’ (Zhuāngzǐ §31.1), ‘Robber Zhí’ (§29.1), and ‘Breaking into Chests’ (book 10) ‘to belittle the followers of Confucius and elucidate the arts of Lǎozǐ’. Although all three of these texts indeed vilify Ruist ideas, only one of them—‘Breaking into Chests’—actually has any noteworthy affinity with the Lǎozǐ. Sīmǎ Tán praises Zhuāng’s literary skill and describes his words as ‘boundless like an ocean’ but remarks that his style amounts to ‘self-indulgence to suit himself’. He then presents a story that fuses elements from two anecdotes found in §§17.5 and 32.9 of the received edition to illustrate how no ruler could employ Zhuāng. Like other Zhuāngzǐ tales about Zhuāng Zhōu, these stories are probably apocryphal.

Outside of the Shǐ Jì, one potential piece of evidence for the existence of Zhuāng Zhōu as a historical person is that ‘Resolving Blinkering’, book 21 of the Xúnzǐ (c.250 bce), includes him among a group of historical figures whom it criticizes for purportedly one-sided doctrines. The other figures mentioned are Mò Dí, Sòng Xíng, Shèn Dào, Shēn Bùhài, and Huì Shī. A plausible argument can be made for the historicity of each of these figures. Since he is included among them, then, perhaps Zhuāngzǐ is likely to be a historical figure as well.16 However, a similar litany of criticisms in ‘Discourse on Heaven’, book 17 of the Xúnzǐ, deprecates the legendary—and likely fictional—figure Lǎozǐ alongside the purportedly historical figures Shèn Dào, Mò Dí, and Sòng Xíng.17 Moreover, ‘Nothing Improper’, book 3 of the Xúnzǐ, criticizes Robber Zhí, a mythical character, alongside Huì Shī and Dèng Xī, supposedly historical figures. Clearly, then, the Xúnzǐ sometimes treats fictional or legendary persons as figureheads for doctrinal stances or value orientations it criticizes. That the Xúnzǐ mentions Zhuāngzǐ alongside several historical figures thus is not necessarily evidence for his historicity.

Are there other considerations supporting the historicity of Zhuāngzǐ that do not apply to the case of Lǎozǐ? One difference is that Shǐ Jì §63 places Lǎozǐ in the sixth century bce (and says he lived to be 160 or 200 years old), far earlier than our current best estimates as to the dating of the Lǎozǐ (mid-fourth to mid-third century). By contrast, the approximate dates it assigns to Zhuāng Zhōu correspond roughly to a plausible conjecture as to the dating of the earliest parts of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus.

Another difference lies in the names of the figures. ‘Lǎozǐ’, or ‘Old Master’, seems almost transparently a name invented to serve as a figurehead for a mysterious book of wisdom.18 The name ‘Zhuāng Zhōu’, on the other hand, calls for explanation. Why call the collection Zhuāngzǐ? Why compose so many stories about him? Why attribute remarks to him?19 The simplest explanation may be that a person named Zhuāng Zhōu indeed was involved in producing some early portion of the material—perhaps by writing it himself, perhaps by mentoring a circle of followers who wrote it—and that he was a colourful enough figure to inspire a genre of tales about him. This explanation is partly conjectural, of course, and our degree of confidence in it can only be low. Moreover, it is unlikely we will ever pin down the parts of the corpus in which Zhuāng might have had a hand, because the practices by which the texts were produced, edited, and circulated have thoroughly obscured any traces of authorship and shuffled material of different provenance together.20

The differences between how the Xúnzǐ and the Shǐ Jì treat Zhuāngzǐ are instructive, I suggest, regarding the implications of the Hàn dynasty attribution of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus to Zhuāng Zhōu. For the Xúnzǐ, Zhuāng stands for a cluster of reasonably well-delineated ideas, while for the Shǐ Jì he stands for a broad genre of writing. The Xúnzǐ criticizes Zhuāngzǐ for being ‘blinkered’ by attending to ‘heaven’ without recognizing the importance of ‘the human’ and thus excessively focusing on ‘responsiveness’ to things while overlooking the value of applying initiative to change them.21 Whether or not we find this criticism persuasive, it reflects themes—the relation between ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’ and human activity and the value of adapting to circumstances rather than struggling against them—that are indeed found in a significant portion of Zhuāngzǐ writings and could, in principle, have been associated during Xúnzǐ’s lifetime with a historical Zhuāngzǐ, if indeed there was such a person.22 Xúnzǐ or his circle of students seem to have either read mid-third-century material later incorporated into the Zhuāngzǐ or heard about its ideas from someone familiar with them.

Sīmǎ Tán’s ascription of the Robber Zhí dialogue (§29.1) and the fisherman dialogue (§31.1) to Zhuāng signals a different sort of acquaintance with and use of the text’s namesake. On the basis of formal features, literary style, and the Zhāngjiāshān archeological findings, scholars today generally consider these two works among the chronologically latest parts of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus, dating probably to the early decades of the Western Hàn, roughly a century after Zhuāng Zhōu is supposed to have died. Moreover, aside from their critical attitude towards Confucius, these two stories are philosophically dissimilar from each other. Since Sīmǎ Tán ascribes both of them to Zhuāngzǐ, it appears he is employing Zhuāng mainly as a figurehead for a loose genre of writing—specifically, as he indicates, writing aligned with Lǎozǐ against Ruism. He displays no concrete knowledge of ideas from texts that a historical Zhuāngzǐ could actually have been associated with.

As the contrast between the Xúnzǐ and Shǐ Jì on this point suggests, Hàn dynasty readers may have attributed the Zhuāngzǐ corpus to Zhuāng Zhōu with little or no knowledge of who composed the material or of specific philosophical theses associated with Zhuāng. The significance of the attribution may have been simply to label a body of literature expressing a general orientation or sensibility of thought that contrasted with other bodies of literature or orientations of thought.

As we saw, the Zhuāngzǐ materials were probably compiled into a fixed corpus attributed to Zhuāng in the Hàn, perhaps in the middle of the second century, around the time the Huáinánzǐ was finished. The Zhāngjiāshān archeological findings suggest that several decades into the Hàn dynasty (167 bce), the Robber Zhí story was still circulating separately from other parts of the Zhuāngzǐ. Zhuāngzǐ was firmly associated with some of the Zhuāngzǐ material before 239 bce, when Lǚ’s Annals attributed to him a remark in §19.4. Because of this association, he may also have become associated with further proto-Zhuāngzǐ material and become a stock character for use in whimsical stories. Some of the growing body of material may have been included because of various family resemblances in its content, some because of shared broad tendencies, such as opposition to Ruism, and some almost accidentally, because one reader or another chose to recopy it into a commonplace book alongside other writings they admired.

Inspired by an intriguing detail from the texts excavated at Fùyáng, Esther Klein has tentatively proposed a model for how material from a variety of sources may have been copied and collected together to form a growing body of materials eventually attributed to Zhuāngzǐ.23 Among the more legible fragments recovered at Fùyáng is a version of the tale of Lord Yuán and the divine tortoise that now appears in Zhuāngzǐ §26.6. However, from the calligraphy on these fragments, it appears that at the time they were interred, they were not part of the same set of scrolls as the other proto-Zhuāngzǐ materials in the tomb. They seem to have belonged to a distinct collection of writings recorded in different handwriting. How, then, did the tortoise story end up in the Zhuāngzǐ? As Klein conjectures, imagine, before the death of the aristocratic occupant of the Fùyáng tomb, that visitors were permitted to browse his library and copy some of its manuscripts for their own use. Such visitors might select stories they admired from different scrolls or collections of scrolls and copy them together onto a single scroll of their own, which they might then add to their own library. An originally separate story, such as the divine tortoise, could have been copied onto the same scroll as proto-Zhuāngzǐ material and thus become part of a proto-Zhuāngzǐ collection. This sort of sharing, recopying, and mixing of materials from different sources was probably common in early Chinese manuscript culture. Obviously, for example, at some stage, someone copied the Robber Zhí story (§29.1), which in the Zhāngjiāshān manuscripts was a stand-alone text, onto a scroll together with the two dialogues (§§29.2, 29.3) that accompany it in the received text of the Zhuāngzǐ. Eventually, someone—perhaps scholars at the court of Huáinán—collated a large collection of such scrolls, perhaps rearranged and recopied them further, and titled them Zhuāngzǐ.

What did this title mean to Hàn dynasty readers, compilers, and collectors of texts? The case of the Huáinánzǐ itself is a revealing example. This compendium was composed during the Hàn by a team of scholars working under the patronage of Liú Ān, prince of Huáinán, who jointly gave it the title Hóngliè. Hàn dynasty archivists then retitled the work Huáinánzǐ—‘Master Huáinán’, referring to Liú Ān—in full knowledge that he was its patron, not its author. To Hàn dynasty compilers or archivists, naming a collection of texts after a person was not necessarily an attribution of authorship, in the sense of expressing a conviction that the named person had written the texts. The title of the collection functioned more like a brand, trademark, or figurehead for a tradition or orientation of thought.24 A helpful analogy is to think of the title Zhuāngzǐ as similar to that of a magazine, such as Forbes, Maclean’s, or The Economist. These titles name a corpus of writing with a certain broad editorial orientation containing articles by a range of writers expressing different views.

The Significance of the ‘Inner’ Books

At some point early in the transmission of the Zhuāngzǐ—no one knows when—an unknown editor or editors selected seven series of writings and recopied them onto seven bamboo-strip scrolls, to which they gave three-word, thematic titles. (The other books in the corpus have two-word titles taken from words in their first sentence.) No one knows why these particular writings were selected. Probably they were regarded as highlights of or a representative selection from the Zhuāngzǐ corpus, addressing seven key themes. Perhaps some were regarded as especially old and treasured. For whatever reason, these scrolls were placed at the head of the collection and labelled the ‘inner’ (nèi) books. Neither the Shǐ Jì nor the Hàn History mentions this subdivision, but Lù Démíng informs us that all the editions in circulation at the time of Guō Xiàng’s recension had seven ‘inner’ books. Some had a further division between ‘outer’ and ‘mixed’ books, as Guō’s does, while some did not. It is not known whether the content of the seven ‘inner’ books in these editions was completely the same, nor whether the content of the ‘inner’ books in the Guō Xiàng recension is identical to that of earlier editions.25 It is possible that Guō moved material in or out of the ‘inner’ books.

In the transmission of the Zhuāngzǐ down through Guō Xiàng’s recension, the significance of the ‘inner’ designation seems to have been unrelated to views about authorship or chronology. It appears to have implied only that early editors considered these books in some sense the Zhuāngzǐ anthology’s core. In the Kōzanji postface, Guō himself expresses the belief that his redaction excises material ‘recklessly added’ by later, benighted writers, the result being an edition that preserves only writings that reflect ‘Zhuāngzǐ’s thought’. As we saw, he emphasizes that the remaining material cohered into an ‘overall whole’. The implication is that all of the material is equally ‘Zhuāngzǐ’s thought’. Guō says nothing to suggest he regards the ‘inner’ books as distinctive or privileged in any way.

Nor do Warring States and Hàn sources imply that the ‘inner’ books held any special status.26 Lǚ’s Annals contains at most two significant parallels from the ‘inner’ books (from §§1.2 and 3.2) and well over a dozen from other books. Its one explicit quotation of Zhuāngzǐ is to a passage in an ‘outer’ book (§19.4). The rhapsodies of Jiǎ Yì (200–168 bce) borrow extensively from Zhuāngzǐ materials but draw mainly on the outer books, with only three loose parallels from the inner books.27 The Huáinánzǐ (book 12) attributes one line from an ‘inner’ book to Zhuāngzǐ (a variant of the remark about ‘small knowing’ in §1.1a) but borrows extensively from many parts of the corpus. The Shǐ Jì mentions only several books now found in the ‘outer’ and ‘mixed’ divisions.28 Early sources simply do not highlight the ‘inner’ books for special attention.

Beginning with the renowned Sòng dynasty man of letters Sū Shì (1037–1101), scholars started to express doubts about the authorship of various books of the Zhuāngzǐ, anachronistically projecting onto an early ‘masters’ collection a conception of authorship that would have been alien to its Warring States and early Hàn compilers and readers. Sū himself doubted that books 28–31—‘Yielding the Throne’, ‘Robber Zhí’, ‘A Persuasion on Swords’, and ‘The Fisherman’—could have been Zhuāng’s work on the grounds that two of them, ‘Throne’ and ‘Swords’, were too shallow, while ‘Robber’ and ‘Fisherman’ disparaged Confucius, whom in his view Zhuāngzǐ admired.29 In the Míng dynasty, numerous scholars began to associate the ‘inner’ designation with authorship. Zhèng Yuàn (b. 1443) speculated that ‘only the inner seven books are Mr. Zhuāng’s original writings’, the remainder being the work of ‘his followers’.30 The early Qīng thinker Wáng Fūzhī (1619–92) remarks that ‘the outer books are not Zhuāngzǐ’s writings’ but the works of his students, which lack the continuity of thought displayed by the ‘inner’ books.31 Until recently, contemporary scholars have tended to agree with Wáng’s opinion.32 A. C. Graham, for instance, described the ‘inner’ books as ‘homogeneous in thought and style and generally recognized as substantially the work of [Zhuāngzǐ] himself’, by contrast with the ‘outer’ books, of which ‘none can be plausibly ascribed to [Zhuāngzǐ]’. He followed Sū Shì in considering books 28–31 to be inconsistent with the rest of the corpus and proposed that among the ‘mixed’ books 23–7 contained a heterogeneous collection of material by Zhuāngzǐ’s followers shuffled together with fragments of the master’s own writing.33

The hypothesis that the ‘inner’ books mark a difference in authorship is in effect a retrograde position reached by starting from Guō Xiàng’s view of the thirty-three books as equally expressing Master Zhuāng’s thought and then paring away books that scholars have considered incongruous with the rest—first books 28–31, then the entirety of the ‘outer’ books and various further pieces of the ‘mixed’ books. The hypothesis is driven less by positive arguments for the unity of the ‘inner’ books than by negative claims about incongruities between the ‘inner’ books and the others. The distinctive status of the ‘inner’ books is often simply assumed as a premise.34 In fact, however, if we set aside the framing assumption that the ‘inner’ designation reflects some special status, such as shared authorship, we can see that the content of these books is actually deeply heterogeneous—so much so that the argumentative challenges facing any attempt to justify attribution to a single author are probably insurmountable.35

To give just a few examples, §6.1c, which describes how the sage uses the military to destroy states, and §6.1e, which endorses punishment and ceremonial propriety, seem sharply unlike any other material in the ‘inner’ books. The paean to the ‘genuine human’ in §6.1 does not suggest shared authorship with the scepticism about universal judgements of value in §2.13, nor with §1.1c, which mentions three types of ideal figures but not the ‘genuine human’. A number of sections display no obvious connection to any of the other material, such as the litany of legendary figures in §6.3b, the story of Yáo’s urge to attack the foreign tribes (§2.12), the elderly woman who possesses the Way of the sage (§6.4), and Húzǐ’s encounters with the physiognomist (§7.5).36 Like the Zhuāngzǐ as a whole, the ‘inner’ books present a boisterous medley of writing on different topics, in different keys and voices, which is anything but ‘homogeneous in thought and style’. There are no persuasive grounds for attributing them to a single authorial voice—and, accordingly, no cogent grounds for assigning them a privileged status as a repository of ‘original’ or ‘authentic’ Zhuāngzǐ writings.37

What, then, is their significance? Most likely, they are the result of early editors’ partly arbitrary topical selections from a large, miscellaneous body of material of varying provenance and quality. Given how manuscripts were compiled and circulated in the Warring States and early Hàn, it is unlikely the editors could have had any reliable information about the authorship of the material or would even have cared about the matter. Accordingly, there is no cogent basis for assigning the ‘inner’ books as a group any special authorial or historical status. Some of their content may be among the highest quality material in the Zhuāngzǐ, if for no other reason than that it was selected for quality. But much material of equally high quality can be found in other books as well.

‘Chapter’ Classifications

Since Sū Shì’s observation that Zhuāngzǐ books 28–31 seem distinctive from the rest, readers have noted differences in the style, themes, and philosophical tendencies prominent in certain clusters of books. These differences have prompted scholars to propose various schemes for classifying the books into groups. Two well-known such classifications are those of A. C. Graham and Liu Xiaogan. Graham divides the Zhuāngzǐ corpus into six clusters of writings: (1) the ‘inner’ books, which he attributes to Zhuāng Zhōu and supplements with selected material from the ‘Mixed’ books that he believes are also Zhuāng Zhōu’s writing; (2) books 8–10 and the first half of 11, which he proposes were written by an author he dubs ‘the Primitivist’, whom he dates to c.205 bce; (3) portions of books 11, 12–15, and 33, which he attributes to an early Hàn school of thought he calls the ‘Syncretists’, the remainder of these books being miscellaneous material (book 16 he considers unrelated to any other Zhuāngzǐ content); (4) books 17–22, which he sees as later material aligned with the ‘inner’ books and dubs the ‘School of Zhuāngzǐ’ writings; (5) six ‘ragbag’ books, 23–7 and 32, containing heterogeneous and fragmentary material, some of it by Zhuāng Zhōu; and (6) books 28–31, which he proposes are works from the school of thought associated with Yáng Zhū that were written around 200 bce.38

Liu proposes four divisions: (1) the ‘inner’ books, which he too attributes to Zhuāngzǐ; (2) the writings of the ‘transmitters’ or expositors of Zhuāngzǐ’s philosophy, which include books 17–27 and 32; (3) writings attributable to the ‘Huang-Lao school’, a syncretic movement combining Ruist, Daoist, and Legalist thought, which include books 12–16, 33, and the second half of book 11; and (4) the writings of the ‘Anarchists’, which include books 8–10, the first half of 11, and 28–31.39 Unlike Graham, Liu contends that compilation of all the material was completed by 241 bce.

A detailed critical evaluation of the methodology and assumptions driving these classifications is beyond the scope of this Introduction.40 For our purposes here I want only to emphasize a general, major problem that undermines both: with the exception of Graham’s ‘syncretist’ classification, both sets of proposals treat the ‘chapter’—the contents of entire piān, or what we have been calling ‘books’—as a basic unit of analysis, when, as we have seen, the units by which the Zhuāngzǐ materials were originally compiled, read, and transmitted were not ‘books’ but much shorter units, brief pieces of writing that could be read independently. These are what Guō Xiàng referred to as shǒu and in modern Chinese are usually called zhāng. For convenience I will refer to these pieces as ‘sections’.41

Because the material originated as short sections, in some cases the content of books or blocks of books that Graham’s or Liu’s classifications group together is actually highly diverse. As we have seen, the ‘inner’ books are internally heterogeneous, containing sections that present a variety of topics and outlooks that tend to be obscured by declaring them a unified body of material. Similarly, placing a single label on other groups of books—such as ‘School of Zhuāngzǐ’—is potentially misleading, in two respects. It implies that the material within a block of books shares a uniform outlook, when in fact the various sections in that block may be deeply heterogeneous, and it implies that a sharp distinction obtains between material within a block of books and other material, when in fact there may be significant connections between them. To give just two salient examples, Graham classifies ‘The Fisherman’, book 31, as belonging to a block of ‘Yangist’ writings, which he treats as distinct from other, ‘Daoist’ material.42 Yet a prominent normative motif in ‘The Fisherman’ is ‘genuineness’, which aligns it thematically with various sections in the ‘inner’, ‘syncretic’, ‘School of Zhuāngzǐ’, and other ‘mixed’ books. Among the most distinctive themes in books 8–11, which Graham labels ‘Primitivist’ and Liu ‘Anarchist’, is an appeal to people’s inherent nature (xìng) as a source of basic norms. But this theme is prominent also in numerous sections in the ‘syncretist’ and ‘ragbag’ books.

Although classifications at the level of the ‘chapter’ or ‘book’ may highlight certain features of portions of the Zhuāngzǐ anthology, then, they tend to obscure both the heterogeneity of the material within the same group of books and relations between material in supposedly distinct groups. For these reasons, the present edition proposes a different approach to reading and interpreting the anthology.

A Collection of ‘Discourses’

How, then, should we read the Zhuāngzǐ, if it is an anthology of short writings that address a variety of topics from a plurality of perspectives, pursue various purposes, explore a range of themes, and express diverse outlooks?

Since sections are the basic constituents of the anthology, interpretation and discussion of Zhuāngzǐ materials must begin from the level of the individual section. The primary object of interpretation is thus not the anthology as a whole, nor sets of books, nor entire books, but individual sections. Interpretations of groups of sections or of the overall outlook of broad parts of the anthology must be built up from interpretations of individual sections. Moreover, we cannot justifiably presuppose that the doctrinal outlooks of different sections will be unified, coherent, or complementary. Some sections may agree or cohere in various ways, but we cannot assume in advance that they will. Some sections may disagree or present divergent stances. Claims about relations between sections must be founded on interpretations of the individual sections themselves. Perhaps in some cases—book 1, ‘Freely Wandering About’, might be an example—we can argue that an editorial hand has produced a ‘collage’ of sections which forms a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. But the ‘collage’ hypothesis must rest on, rather than dictate, our interpretation of the sections.

Nor can we presuppose just what the rhetorical purpose of any individual section is. Some passages may advance argumentative claims or theses. Others may aim to undermine various viewpoints or raise questions without seeking to establish a constructive stance of their own. Still others may playfully explore different perspectives without endorsing or privileging any of them. Some may invite us to experience a certain outlook or sensibility through narrative or poetic means. Some may be jokes. Others may be works of literature offered for aesthetic appreciation. Some, such as §13.3b, appear to reflect political controversies; others, such as §§11.3 or 25.7, may be protest literature. Our account of a section’s purpose must emerge from the process of interpretation, with due attention to respects in which the culture of inquiry, rhetoric, and practice from which the Zhuāngzǐ materials were produced may have been different from what we are familiar with.

If we cannot assume in advance of interpretation that different sections present a shared outlook or pursue a shared rhetorical end, how can we contextualize individual sections as we read them? Against what broader context can we assess our interpretation to evaluate whether it is defensible? In reading a unitary book, we check to see whether our interpretation of one part is consistent with our best interpretation of other parts. But in reading the Zhuāngzǐ sections, the best interpretation of one section might be that it disagrees with or diverges from other sections.

I propose that we approach the Zhuāngzǐ material by reading the sections as contributions to a variety of ‘discourses’ or ‘conversations’, which may intersect and overlap in various ways. Think of the anthology as a collection of anonymous discourses—similar to an archive of unsigned discussion forum posts and responses—that, among other things, explore, defend, or criticize various views on a range of topics or issues. Individual sections may or may not cohere with one another to form a single, integral doctrinal outlook. But many of them clearly cohere as contributions to threads of discourse about shared topics, based at least partly on shared premises and assuming an at least partly shared conceptual framework.

In some cases, these discourses may converge on a roughly coherent thesis or position. In others, they may explore or debate a topic from various perspectives, without agreeing on a particular standpoint. Numerous sections question the nature and scope of justifiable political control, for example. Obvious further examples include sections that explore the relation between ‘heaven’ and ‘humanity’; the grounds of value distinctions; the pressures of dealing with social and political responsibilities; the contextual nature of ‘usefulness’ and ‘worthlessness’; the nature of the Way (dào) and its relation to conventional moral norms; the content and functioning of human Virtue (dé), or ‘agentive power’; the performance of skills and their significance as illustrations of following the Way; and our relation to death.43

Such threads of discourse are themselves parts of a wider ‘Zhuāngzǐ discourse’ constituted by the anthology as a whole, which in turn can be considered part of the overall discourse of late Warring States through early Hàn thought. Some discourses within the Zhuāngzǐ will thus intersect with those in other early ‘masters’ texts in various ways. One obvious example is that Zhuāngzǐ discourse on people’s inherent nature, or xìng, is part of a broader discourse about xìng that includes sections of the Mèngzǐ, Xúnzǐ, and Lǚ’s Annals.

This discourse-centred approach constitutes an attempt to acknowledge the complexity and richness of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus by foregrounding the plurality of themes and orientations it contains. The aim in identifying, interpreting, and explaining such discourses and the sections that constitute them is not to reconstruct ‘the’ standpoint of the Zhuāngzǐ, as it is unlikely any determinate, unified standpoint ever existed. It is simply to understand and explore the content and implications of the range of fascinating, instructive, and inspiring lines of thought we find in the anthology.

Themes in Zhuangist Thought

Amid the blooming, bustling profusion of images, motifs, issues, paths, and exemplary figures in the Zhuāngzǐ emerge several overlapping clusters of especially prominent themes, taken up in different sections and discourses. To help orient the reader to some of these themes, a selection is introduced below.

The sections in book 1, ‘Freely Wandering About’, present a cluster of themes that recur, with variations, in different parts of the Zhuāngzǐ. The first section (§1.1) takes us to the unknown, far reaches of the world, where a fantastic, massive fish transforms into a gigantic bird, which flies off to the opposite end of the world. The activity of the gigantic bird contrasts with that of small creatures such as a cicada and dove, who ignorantly laugh at it. Through this story, the section introduces the themes of transformation (huà), perspectives, and dependence ( yǒu dài)—or, more specifically, the dependence of one’s activity and knowledge on contingent features of one’s perspective, which is subject to transformation. By implication, the text cautions that all of us are like the small creatures, insofar as our understanding depends on our perspective. Even the great bird, who has a far vaster perspective than the small creatures who mock it, is dependent on, and thus limited by, certain conditions, namely a huge accumulation of wind. Can one avoid the limitations on understanding and agency imposed by dependence on perspectives and contingent conditions? The section implies that although our activity inevitably depends on something or other, we can learn to ‘ride along’ with the patterns of nature and the process of change and so come to freely ‘wander in the limitless’.

The theme of ‘freely wandering about’ suggests a conception of the Way as a process of constant adaptation to shifting circumstances, which cannot be signposted by any fixed norms, such as the norms of conventional morality. Such a conception is articulated in §6.8, which speaks of an ‘aimless and wild, unbound and uninhibited, turning and shifting path’ along which we may ‘wander’. The theme of ‘wandering’ is taken up in various ways in dozens of sections across the Zhuāngzǐ. In the broader context of Warring States thought, it represents a distinctive, entirely novel approach to the issues of the nature of the Way, how to follow it, and thus the character of the good life.

One example of how the dependence of our activity on fixed perspectives can limit the paths open to us is our perception of utility. Any view of what ‘works’ or is ‘useful’ will depend on preconditions built into our perspective. Some Zhuāngzǐ sections explore how we might avoid frustration and follow a more fulfilling path by becoming adept at adjusting our understanding of ‘usefulness’ to novel or changing features encountered in particular contexts (§1.5). Others consider how being ‘useless’ in others’ eyes might actually be ‘useful’ from our perspective (§4.4). Still others suggest that the flexibility and adaptiveness needed to follow an adept Way resist any fixed formulation at all, even a formulation in terms of the relativity of usefulness (§20.1).

The ‘Way’ (dào) is the core structural concept in early Chinese thought, standing at the centre of various questions regarding the content and direction of the good life, the relation between human life and ‘heaven’, or the natural world, and the very nature of norms or a normative ‘path’. Numerous Zhuāngzǐ sections explore different aspects or conceptions of the Way and of the very idea of normativity, pointing out the contextual, contingent nature of any path we might follow and the perspectival, limited character of value distinctions by which we mark out what is or is not an apt path. These sections often present a sceptical stance concerning claims about value or the Way, implying that they can be justified at best only contextually, provisionally, or perspectivally, not ultimately or absolutely, and accordingly no determinate formulation or prescription can guide us in following the Way. Some sections present a constructive, contextually grounded Way of proceeding in the absence of any stronger justification for our view of the Way. Particularly crucial sections on these topics include several parts of ‘Discourse on Evening Things Out’, such as §§2.3–7, 2.11, and 2.13–15, the ‘Autumn Waters’ dialogue, §17.1, the ‘Know-Little’ dialogue, §25.10, and much of book 22, ‘Knowledge Wandered North’. But readers will find remarks on the nature of the Way or Ways in many parts of the anthology, including sections such as §22.2, which speaks of the ‘root’ rather than the ‘Way’.

If the apt Way resists formulation in fixed or explicit guidelines, how do we know whether we have attained it or are at least moving in the right direction? Various sections suggest that adept activity—successful performance of the Way—is marked by a frictionless ‘ease’ (ān), the experience of ‘flowing freely’ (tōng) or ‘reaching through’ (dá) to one’s end, and attaining practical ‘success’ (dé) or ‘good fit’ (shì). Such themes are explored in a range of passages that consider successful activity and the performance of skills. Relevant sections include discussions of successful or failed action, such the story of Huìzǐ’s giant gourds (§1.5), the monkey keeper who adapted to his wards’ demands (§2.6), and the mistreated sea bird (§§18.5, 19.13), along with the many famed Zhuāngzǐ ‘skill stories’, such as the story of Cook Dīng (§3.2), the wheelwright who could not teach his son (§13.8), the hunchback skilled at catching cicadas (§19.3), the spirit-like ferry pilot (§19.4), the whitewater swimmer (§19.9), and the woodworker whose carvings resemble the work of spirits (§19.10).

Adept performance of the Way requires a responsiveness to one’s context that may be challenging to attain, especially in stressful circumstances, when facing matters that are beyond our control. Some sections explore various aspects of such difficulties, offering a range of suggestions as to how to cope with them. Especially prominent are the discussions of how to handle pressure and cope with the mercurial exercise of power in §§4.1, 4.2, and 4.3. Among the memorable bits of advice in these sections are that we can handle practical tasks more adeptly by purging or ‘emptying’ the mind of predetermined plans or tactics (§4.1) and by learning to ‘let the mind wander by riding along with things’, entrusting ourselves to ‘the inevitable’ while maintaining our own inward equilibrium (§4.2). An intersecting thread of discourse suggests that to attain the focus needed for apt performance we must ‘forget’ extraneous factors (§§19.4, 19.10), including potential negative consequences for ourselves (§4.2b).

For some sections, psycho-physiological equilibrium, including emotional equanimity, is a hallmark of what the texts call dé, here translated as ‘Virtue’, but also interpretable as ‘virtuosity’ or ‘agentive power’. Virtue can be thought of as our capacity for following Ways; it is the power inherent in things, including agents, by which we do what we do. For numerous sections of the Zhuāngzǐ, maintaining and applying one’s naturally bestowed Virtue is a core feature of the admirable life, manifested through a calm, adaptive resilience in coping with changing circumstances. Sections in which this motif is prominent include §§4.2b, 5.1, 5.2, 5.4, and 23.8. Virtue may also be regarded as a source of excellence or competence in action; sections that touch on this theme include §§13.5, 14.6, 20.1, and 22.5. Some sections present Virtue as connecting us with heaven or nature as a source of life and agency; on this theme, readers may want to compare, for example, §§12.8, 15.2, 17.1f, and 19.2. In other sections, Virtue is closely associated with the flourishing of our inherent, dispositional nature (xìng), which is central to the normative ethical view of some Zhuāngzǐ writings.44 A common view in this latter discourse is that our inborn nature provides an inherent direction or mode of activity that constitutes a healthy, flourishing life, which conventional moral teachings disrupt.

Still other sections of the corpus place ‘genuineness’ (zhēn)—fulfilling what we inherently are—at the core of the good life. For example, §17.1f contends that ‘Virtue lies in heaven’—in our endowment from nature—while explaining that if we attain an apt balance between ‘heaven’ and ‘the human’, we ‘return to the genuine’. In §31.1e, ‘the sage takes heaven as his standard and values genuineness, without being bound by custom’.45

These examples tie genuineness to heaven or nature, thus implicating a further major topic of discussion and debate in the Zhuāngzǐ, our relation to ‘heaven’ and the interplay between ‘heaven’ and ‘humanity’ or ‘the human’. ‘Heaven’ here stands for natural processes, the natural world, and our innate endowment as creatures; ‘the human’ refers to what we append or attach to our natural endowment. Some sections seem to posit an opposition between ‘heaven’ and ‘the human’ while favouring a life that ‘fulfills the heavenly within us’ (§5.5b). An extreme view is that the ideal life lies in wholly merging with ‘heaven’s Virtue’ (§15.2). Other sections, such as §§6.1f and 17.1f, suggest that the ‘genuine’ human life lies in attaining a balance between the ‘heavenly’ and ‘human’ dimensions. According to §23.9a, the ‘whole’ person is ‘skilled at the heavenly and also adept at the human’. Intriguingly, §24.12b explains that ‘the genuine people of antiquity applied heaven to attend to the human’, while §32.3b seems to disagree, contending that ‘the people of antiquity were heavenly without being human’.46

A further major set of themes found in the Zhuāngzǐ is represented by the interplay of cosmological and political doctrines found in what are likely a collection of early Hàn dynasty writings influenced by the metaphysics and politics of the Lǎozǐ, also known as the Dàodéjīng. These writings are concentrated in books 11 through 16. One prominent topic that emerges from the material is a discourse about the application of ‘non-action’ (wú wéi) in governance. In some sections, such as §§10.2b, 11.1, and 11.5, non-action is an approach to allowing others to flourish without interference, letting the Way proceed without obstruction by not acting on one’s own initiative in a manner that disrupts the inherent tendencies of things. By contrast, in §§11.7 and 13.3, non-action is an administrative technique to be practiced specifically by the sovereign, while those below him engage in action as appropriate to their bureaucratic stations. (These two sections are part of a cluster, also including §§12.1, 12.2, 13.1, and perhaps other sections, that combines themes from the Lǎozǐ with bureaucratic and administrative concerns.) In this outlook, ‘non-action’ is a matter of allowing the apparatus of the state to function of itself, on the model of how the myriad things flourish without heaven and earth taking action on them. In §13.1, this approach to administration is complemented by a model of personal cultivation that emphasizes attaining stillness and non-action, such that one moves only as prompted by circumstances.

‘Non-action’ is absent from many other parts of the Zhuāngzǐ, a feature that distinguishes their outlook from that commonly associated with the Lǎozǐ. (The famous skill stories, for example, do not mention it.) It appears in discussions of the Way in §§6.3 and 25.10 and in remarks about personal cultivation in §§22.2 and 23.7. An especially distinctive essay—an outlier in the corpus—is §18.1, which argues that non-action can settle questions pertaining to value distinctions.

A distinct political discourse—one making no appeal to ‘non-action’—can be found in passages such as §§7.2–4, 12.10, and 12.12. In these sections, sagely political leaders may indeed take action, provided it is carefully guided by the context, in particular the values or interests of their subjects. §§7.2 and 12.10 present and then dismiss conventional political advice about the ruler cultivating virtues or setting forth standards so as to inspire obedience. In §7.2, the sagely leader is said to avoid such outward, heavy-handed displays of leadership; in §7.4, the ‘enlightened king’ is described as influencing people without their knowing it, causing all ‘to be joyful in and of themselves’ without drawing any attention to himself. A possible explanation of this subtle yet efficacious mode of leadership appears in §7.3: the sagely ruler ‘follows along with what is self-so for things’ without imposing ‘personal biases’. These passages thus articulate a light-handed approach to government, guided by ‘what is self-so’, that is distinctive in the early Chinese literature for its responsiveness to the subjects of political authority.

The themes and topics sampled here amount to mere hints of the philosophical and literary riches of the Zhuāngzǐ, offering a series of trailheads from which readers might set off rambling through the anthology’s startling, inspiring landscape of thought. There can be no single apt approach to the Zhuāngzǐ, nor just one message to take from it. The structure and content of this remarkable ancient collection of writings themselves instantiate a Zhuangist conception of the Way, offering a profusion of diverse, variously intersecting paths along which readers may wander for themselves.
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2 For a detailed account of the philosophy of this period, see C. Fraser, Late Classical Chinese Thought (Oxford, 2023).
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35 For a detailed argument for this contention, see Chris Fraser, Zhuāngzǐ: Ways of Wandering the Way (Oxford, 2024).

36 The diverse, unrelated stories in books 6 and 7 also speak against what we might call the ‘editorial hand’ thesis—the view that, despite the diversity of their content, an unknown ancient editor has arranged each of the ‘inner’ books to form a composite yet coherent work.

37 As Lo says, ‘The traditional view that Zhuang Zhou wrote the Inner Chapters but not the Outer and Mixed Chapters in our received Zhuangzi lacks hard evidence’ (‘The Authorship of the Zhuangzi’, 93).

38 Graham, Chuang Tzu: The Inner Chapters, 27–9.

39 Liu’s classification is summarized in a table in Classifying the Zhuangzi Chapters, 88.

40 Readers may want to carefully examine, for example, whether labels such as ‘Primitivist’, ‘Huang-Lao’, or ‘Yangist’ are well defined and whether they indeed pick out characteristic, shared features of all the material to which they are applied that clearly distinguish this material from that in other parts of the corpus.

41 The ‘section’ may often have been the basic unit of composition, but ‘scratchpad’ sections such as §§6.2 and 15.2 suggest that writers sometimes composed short remarks that were then used as building blocks for longer sections. Parts of §6.2, for example, are reused in §§6.5, 6.6, and 14.6, while parts of §15.2 are reused in §13.2. Moreover, it is likely that sections were sometimes elaborated or extended accretionally, by appending further remarks or adding a new scene to an anecdote. The closing line of §1.1 is probably such an appended remark, and §21.2b is quite obviously an appended scene. Passages such as §§5.3b and 5.4c may well be accretional expansions that add further scenes to pre-existing anecdotes. §6.5 combines what could originally have been two independent but similar anecdotes into a single longer section.

42 Graham, Chuang Tzu: The Inner Chapters, 28.

43 Readers will find several of these discourses reflected in the extensive cross-references in the Explanatory Notes.

44 For samples of sections that link Virtue to inherent nature, see §§8.1, 8.3, 8.5, 9.1, 9.2, 10.1c, 10.2a, 11.1, 12.8, 12.10, 13.5, 14.6, 16.1, 16.2, 19.2, and 29.1c. Other sections that invoke inherent nature, concentrated in books 12 and 13, do not link it to Virtue.

45 Other sections that treat ‘genuineness’ include §§6.1f, 14.5, 15.3, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, and 32.5c.

46 For a list of sections treating ‘Heaven’ and ‘the human’, see the notes to §5.5.


Note on the Translation

This volume provides a complete, annotated English translation of the Zhuāngzǐ that aims to guide readers in understanding and appreciating the world of thought presented in this epochal compendium of early Daoist writings. Informed by traditional and recent scholarship, the translation seeks to use smooth, natural English to present the ideas, reasoning, and worldviews of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus as clearly and accurately as possible.

The Zhuāngzǐ is of such major philosophical and literary importance that we should expect each generation of scholars to continue explicating its content and significance through new translations reflecting developments in philosophical interpretation and historical and philological scholarship. One motivation for this translation is to capitalize on the splendid philological and interpretive research on the Zhuāngzǐ that has been published in the past several decades. Readers of the Chinese text today now have available the profoundly learned and informative comparisons of textual variants and different interpretations presented in editions such as those of Wáng Shúmín and Cuī Dàhuá, along with the revised editions of Chén Gǔyìng’s work, all of which appeared after A. C. Graham’s path-breaking translation was published in 1981. Moreover, building on progress in understanding pre-Hàn philosophy of language, logic, epistemology, and psychology over the past several decades, we are now in a position to develop a translation more sensitive to the philosophical nuances of the Chinese phrasing and its relation to the philosophical discourse of the time. Graham’s work in particular built on his then-recent breakthroughs in reconstructing and interpreting the Mohist dialectical texts. Progress has continued in understanding Mohist dialectics, epistemology, and metaphysics, along with the epistemology, philosophy of language, logic, and psychology of the Xúnzǐ and the Annals of Lǚ Bùwéi, to cite just two examples of early sources from the same period as the Zhuāngzǐ. Developments in these areas can help to deepen our understanding of the Zhuāngzǐ, which in many places is taking for granted or responding critically to other contemporaneous lines of thought. Another area in which scholarship has progressed has been in interpreting early Daoist sources outside of the Zhuāngzǐ, such as the Dàodéjīng and portions of the Guǎnzǐ, the Annals, and the Mǎwángduī silk manuscripts. This work has deepened our understanding of the milieu of thought from which the Zhuāngzǐ writings emerged.

Aside from any scholarly considerations, the Zhuāngzǐ writings present an astonishing symphony of voices and ideas, which different readers are likely to ‘hear’ in various ways. There can be no single ‘authoritative’ interpretation of such a text, and it is inherently worthwhile to have a range of readings available. In this spirit, the present volume is intended as a humble contribution to the tradition of reading and learning from the Zhuāngzǐ.

The translation primarily follows the widely consulted Guō Qìngfán edition, but I have accepted readings and emendations suggested by a range of scholars, as indicated in the Explanatory Notes. While drafting the translation, I regularly consulted the Chinese-language editions of Chén Gǔyìng,1 Cuī Dàhuá,2 Guō Qìngfán,3 Lǐ Miǎn,4 Wáng Shìshùn,5 and Wáng Shúmín.6 (For readers unfamiliar with these editions, each draws extensively on the long commentarial tradition on the Zhuāngzǐ, citing the insights of both ancient and recent scholars. Cuī’s edition in particular surveys a wide range of commentaries.) Among English-language translations of the Zhuāngzǐ, I consulted those of A. C. Graham,7 James Legge,8 Victor Mair,9 Burton Watson,10 and Brook Ziporyn.11 A further research tool I employed extensively was the online dictionary and text database at the Chinese Text Project (Ctext.org), edited and managed by Donald Sturgeon.

At a sentence-by-sentence level, I have sought to produce a translation with natural, idiomatic English phrasing that reflects the gist of each sentence of the Chinese original without necessarily adhering to the Chinese word order or clausal structure. The aim has been to attain fidelity at the level of the sentence rather than the individual word or phrase, seeking to produce sentences that reflect what the writers might have said were they speakers of English.

Portions of the Zhuāngzǐ are in verse. These are indented as verse, but I have not attempted to render them into English verse.

Third-person pronouns in Classical Chinese are usually gender neutral. I have tried to reflect this fact by using ‘they’ and ‘them’ as gender-neutral third-person singular pronouns. Noun phrases referring to ideal figures such as the zhì rén or shén rén use the gender-neutral word rén (person, people), and so I have translated these as ‘ultimate person’, ‘spirit-person’, and so forth.

I have used whimsical or allegorical English names for characters in the text who are obviously intended to be allegorical or symbolic. Where a character’s name includes what is likely a common surname, I have transliterated the names without translating them. Most Chinese proper names should not be translated literally, for reasons parallel to why it would be odd for a Chinese-language book to translate my legal name, ‘Christopher’, as the Chinese equivalent of ‘Bearer of Christ’.

I have translated all Chinese words, including even specialized terms such as qì (vital breath, vapour, energy). Two pivotal specialized terms have been capitalized throughout the translation. Dào has been rendered as ‘the Way’, ‘a Way’, or ‘Ways’ and dé as ‘Virtue’ in order to distinguish them from the ordinary English word ‘way’ and the notion of moral virtue, which is distinct from the Zhuangist concept of Virtue as inherent agentive power. The significance of these and many other philosophically important terms is briefly explicated in the Glossary, which also identifies various historical or legendary figures cited as examples in the text as well as a number of place names.

The extensive Explanatory Notes mainly offer annotations on the substance of the text, explicating difficult, obscure, or technical passages and calling the reader’s attention to key concepts or claims. The notes also provide extensive cross-references among thematically related passages, by which readers can compare different treatments of prominent themes, which are sometimes complementary, sometimes divergent. Some notes address textual issues, identifying cases in which I have followed a variant reading or a commentator’s proposed emendation, for example. In routine cases of divergent readings or interpretations, I have sometimes simply presented without comment what seemed the best interpretation I could develop. Readers of the Chinese text who consult the editions of Chén Gǔyìng, Wáng Shúmín, and especially Cuī Dàhuá can easily find an overview of the major textual problems facing interpreters in various passages.

The division of each of the thirty-three ‘books’ of the Zhuāngzǐ into numbered sections is my own, as the traditional text is not subdivided into paragraphs. Each numbered section in the translation is followed by a parenthetical citation giving the chapter and line numbers corresponding to that section in the Harvard-Yenching concordance text edited by William Hung.12 I include these references not because the concordance text constitutes an authoritative edition but because it allows convenient, precise identification and citation of passages in the Chinese text. Readers can use these chapter and line numbers to quickly find the Chinese text for any numbered paragraph in the translation by entering them in the ‘Find by reference’ search box on the Zhuāngzǐ electronic text page at the online Chinese Text Project (https://ctext.org/zhuangzi).

1 Chén Gǔyìng 陳鼓應, 《莊子今註今譯》 [Zhuāngzǐ: Contemporary Annotations and Paraphrase] (rev. ed., 2 vols., Taipei, 1999).

2 Cuī Dàhuá 崔大华, 《庄子歧解》 [Zhuāngzǐ: Divergent Interpretations] (Beijing, 2012).

3 Guō Qìngfán 郭慶藩, 《莊子集釋》 [Collected Explications of Zhuāngzǐ] (3 vols., Beijing, 1961).

4 Lǐ Miǎn 李勉, 《莊子總論及分篇評註》 [Zhuāngzǐ: Overview and Chapter Commentary] (Taipei, 1990).

5 Wáng Shìshùn 王世舜, 《莊子譯註》 [Zhuāngzǐ: Translation and Notes] ( Jǐnán, 1984).

6 Wáng Shúmín 王叔岷, 《莊子校詮》 [Zhuāngzǐ: Collated Explications] (3 vols., Taipei, 1988).

7 A. C. Graham, Chuang Tzu: The Inner Chapters (London, 1981).

8 James Legge, The Writings of Chuang Tzu (Oxford, 1891).

9 Victor Mair, Wandering on the Way (New York, 1994).

10 Burton Watson, The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu (New York, 1968).

11 Brook Ziporyn, Zhuangzi: The Complete Writings (Indianapolis, 2020). Richard John Lynn’s Zhuangzi: A New Translation of the Sayings of Master Zhuang as Interpreted by Guo Xiang (New York, 2022) appeared too late for me to use it as a reference during this project, but it is a learned and welcome contribution to the literature on Zhuāngzǐ.

12 莊子引得 Zhuāngzǐ Yǐndé (A Concordance to Chuang Tzu) (Harvard-Yenching Institute Sinological Index Series, Supplement no. 20, Cambridge, MA, 1956).
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230–221 Qín 秦 conquers six rival states of Hán 韓, Zhào 趙, Wèi 魏, Chǔ 楚, Yān 燕, and Qí to establish Qín dynasty
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The Inner Books


Book 1

Freely Wandering About

1.1a In the northern ocean there is a fish whose name is Kūn. Kūn is so big I don’t know how many thousands of miles long it is. It transforms into a bird, whose name is Péng. Péng’s back is so wide I don’t know how many thousands of miles across it is. It rouses and flies, its wings like clouds hanging from the sky. This bird waits for the seas to surge and then migrates to the southern ocean. The southern ocean is the Pool of Heaven.

The Tales of Qí* is a record of oddities. In the words of the Tales, ‘When Péng migrates to the southern ocean, the waters are roiled for three thousand miles. It catches the whirlwind and ascends ninety thousand miles. It flies off and rests only after six months’. Like shimmering haze and swirling dust, living things are blown against each other by the breath [from the bird’s wake].* The azure of the sky—is that its correct colour? Or is it just that it’s far off and nowhere comes to an end? [The bird ascends until,] when it looks down, the ground is similarly far off,* and then it stops.

Now if water hasn’t built up deep enough, it lacks the force to bear up a big boat. If you pour a cup of water into a notch in the hall floor, a bit of grass makes a boat for it, but if you place the cup there, it gets stuck. The water is shallow, the boat big. If the wind hasn’t built up strong enough, it lacks the force to bear up big wings. So ninety thousand miles up, the wind is indeed under the bird like that, and only then can it ride the wind, levelling off with its back against the blue sky, nothing hindering it. Only then will it head south.

A cicada and a young dove laugh at it, saying, ‘It takes all our effort just to leap up and fly over to the elm or sandalwood. Sometimes we don’t even get that far and just fall back to the ground. What’s with flying up ninety thousand miles and going south?’ Someone going off to the nearby woods brings three meals and returns with their belly still full. Someone going thirty miles prepares enough food to stay overnight. Someone going three hundred miles gathers enough food for three months. What do these two small creatures know?

Small knowing doesn’t compare with great knowing; a small lifespan doesn’t compare with a great lifespan.* How do we know this is so? The morning mushroom doesn’t know dusk and dawn; the summer cricket doesn’t know spring and autumn. These have a small lifespan. South of Chǔ there is a sacred tortoise for whom five hundred years makes spring, five hundred years autumn. In antiquity there was the great Chūn tree, for which eight thousand years made spring, eight thousand years autumn. Yet nowadays Péngzǔ* is singularly famous for longevity, and everybody tries to equal him. Isn’t it sad? (1/1–13)*

1.1b  Tāng’s questions to Jí* refer to this. In the barren north there is a vast ocean, the Pool of Heaven. There is a fish there, several thousand miles wide and no one knows how long, whose name is Kūn. There is a bird there, whose name is Péng, with a back like Mount Tài and wings like clouds hanging from the sky, which catches the ram’s horn whirlwind and ascends ninety thousand miles. It flies beyond the clouds and mist, levels off with its back against the blue sky, and then heads south, setting off for the southern ocean. A marsh quail laughs at it, saying, ‘Where is he off to? I give a big leap and fly up, then after just a few yards come back down, flitting and fluttering among the bushes and grass. Surely this is the ultimate in flying. So where is he off to?’ This is the difference between small and great.* (1/13–17)

1.1c  So those whose knowledge is enough for one office, whose conduct suits one district, or whose virtue fits one prince, such that they hold a post running one state, they too see themselves like this.* Yet Sòng Róngzǐ* would laugh at them for it. The whole world could praise him without encouraging him one bit; the whole world could condemn him without deterring him one bit.* He was settled as to the difference between internal and external* and discerning as to the boundary between honour and disgrace,* but that’s all. Although in his dealings with the world he never fretted or fussed, there were still things he didn’t achieve.

Now Lièzǐ* rode about on the wind with light and easy skill, returning only after fifteen days. He never fretted or fussed about pursuing good fortune. Although he had no need to walk, there was still something he depended on.* But what about someone who could mount the norms of heaven and earth,* ride the fluctuations of the six vapours,* and so wander in the limitless—how would they depend on anything?*

So it’s said: The ultimate person has no self; the spirit-person has no achievements; the sage has no name.* (1/17–22)

1.2  Yáo yielded rule over the world* to Xǔ Yóu,* saying, ‘The sun or moon having come out, if the torch fires aren’t doused, isn’t it hard for them to cast any light? The seasonal rains having fallen, if we continue irrigating, isn’t it needless toil watering the crops? If you take the throne, the world will be well governed,* yet I continue to occupy it. I see myself as inadequate. Please let me yield the world to you’.

Xǔ Yóu said, ‘With you governing the world, it is already well governed. If despite this I take your place, will I do it for the name? Names are guests of the facts. Will I do it for a guest?* When the wren nests in the deep forest, it takes no more than a single branch; when the mole drinks from the river, it takes no more than a bellyful. Return and remain in your place as ruler. I have no use for the world. Even if the cook does not tend to the kitchen, the head priest does not step beyond the ritual cups and platters to take his place’.* (1/23–6)

1.3  Jiān Wú asked Uncle Lián, ‘I heard some talk from Jiē Yú* that was big without fitting the facts and went off without returning. I was alarmed by his talk, which went on without end like the Milky Way, wildly at odds with common sense and remote from the human condition’.*

Uncle Lián said, ‘What did he talk about?’

‘In the mountains of remote Gū Yè, there lives a spirit-person with skin like ice and snow who is gentle and delicate like a virgin girl. They don’t eat the five grains but inhale the wind and drink the dew. They mount the clouds and mist, ride a flying dragon, and wander beyond the four seas.* Their spirit is concentrated, protecting creatures from sickness and plague and ensuring the grains ripen each year. I took all this to be mad and didn’t believe it’.

Uncle Lián said, ‘That may be so. But the blind lack the means to appreciate the beauty of patterns and ornaments, and the deaf lack the means to appreciate the music of bells and drums. How could it be only the physical form that has deafness and blindness? The understanding* has them too—these words apply perfectly to you.

‘This person, with this Virtue*—they will merge together the myriad things, making them into one.* Though the age moves towards disorder, why would they toil away making the world their concern? This person, no thing can injure them: though great floods reach the sky, they will not drown; though great drought melt metal and stone and scorch the land and mountains, they will not burn. From the dust and chaff of such a person one could yet mould a Yáo or Shùn.* Why would they be willing to make things their business?’ (1/26–34)

1.4  A person of Sòng peddling ceremonial caps travelled to Yuè, but the Yuè people cut their hair short and tattoo their bodies and so had no use for them.

Yáo brought good order to the people of the world and stability to the government of all within the seas. He travelled to see the four masters of the remote Gū Yè mountains, north of the Fén River, and in a daze forgot his kingdom there. (1/34–5)

1.5  Huìzǐ said to Zhuāngzǐ, ‘The king of Wèi gave me the seeds of a big gourd.* I planted them, and they grew to produce fruit five bushels in size. Filled with liquid, they weren’t strong enough to stand upright; split to make dippers, they were so wide they couldn’t fit into anything.* It’s not that they weren’t colossally big, but I considered them useless and smashed them’.*

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘You really are clumsy at using big things. There was a man of Sòng who was good at making a balm that prevented tortoise hands.* For generations, his clan made a living bleaching silk. Someone heard about it and asked to buy the formula for a hundred pieces of gold. The man gathered the clan to consider what to do, saying, “For generations we have bleached silk, for no more than a few pieces of gold. Now in one morning we can sell the formula for a hundred pieces. I propose we give it to him”. The person got it and recommended it to the king of Wú. There was trouble with Yuè, and the King of Wú dispatched him as a general. In the winter, they fought a water battle with the Yuè people and massively defeated them. The king of Wú divided off a piece of the conquered territory and enfeoffed him.* In their ability to prevent tortoise hands, they were one and the same. That one of them won a fief with it while the other didn’t get beyond silk bleaching is due to a difference in how they used it.

‘Now you had five-bushel gourds. Why didn’t you think of making them into big floats* to go drifting on rivers and lakes, rather than worrying they were too wide to fit into anything? So you still have a tangled-up, overgrown mind,* don’t you?’ (1/35–42)

1.6  Huìzǐ said to Zhuāngzǐ, ‘I have a big tree that people call a stink tree.* Its trunk is too gnarled and knotted to apply an ink line, its branches too curved and crooked to apply a compass or set square.* Were it growing right in the road, a carpenter wouldn’t give it a glance. Now your words are big and useless, rejected by everyone alike’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Are you the only one who’s never seen a wild cat? It crouches down to lurk in wait for prey; it pounces east and west, leaping high and low; and then it falls into a trap and dies in the net. But now a yak, it’s as big as clouds hanging from the sky—this creature is able to be big but unable to catch rats.* Now you have a big tree and are troubled that it’s useless. Why not plant it in the land of nothing-at-all, in the wilds of vast emptiness, and hang out doing nothing by its side or meander about and fall asleep beneath it?

Its life won’t be cut short by axes;
Nothing will harm it.
There being no use for it,
How could any distress come to it?’ (1/42–7)



Book 2

Discourse on Evening Things Out

2.1  Zǐqí Southwall sat leaning against an armrest, looking up at the sky and exhaling slowly, vacant, as if he’d lost part of himself.* Yánchéng Zǐyóu,* standing in attendance before him, said, ‘What’s this? Can the body indeed be made like a withered tree, the mind like dead ashes?* The person leaning on the armrest now is not the person who was leaning on it before’.

Zǐqí said, ‘Zǐyóu, isn’t it good that you asked about this! Just now I lost myself.* Did you know that? You hear the pipes of humanity, but not the pipes of earth; or you hear the pipes of earth but not the pipes of heaven, don’t you?’

Zǐyóu said, ‘May I ask the details?’

Zǐqí said, ‘The Great Clump* belches out breath, which is named wind, and as soon as it does, the myriad hollows burst out howling. Surely you too have heard the roar! High in the mountains, along the ridges and ravines, the hollows and holes in great trees a hundred spans around are like nostrils, like mouths, like ears, like sockets, like cups, like mortars, like pools, like puddles. Rustling, roaring, whistling, wailing, breathing, bawling, calling, crying—those ahead sing out “yeee!” Those behind sing out “wooo!” A light breeze prompts a small harmony; a whirlwind brings a grand chorus. When the gale settles, the various hollows empty out. Surely you’ve seen the swaying and fluttering!’*

Zǐyóu said, ‘The pipes of earth, these are the various hollows; the pipes of humanity, these are the bamboo panpipes. May I ask about the pipes of heaven?’

Zǐqí said, ‘Blowing the myriad different things, making them as they are, constraining what they choose for themselves*—who could it be that stirs them up?’* (2/1–9)

2.2a  Big knowing is broad and expansive; small knowing is cramped and confined. Big speech is flashy and fiery, small speech blathers and jabbers.*

When people sleep, their souls interact with things; when they wake, their bodies go into action. Incurring enmity in their encounters, their minds daily engage in strife. Muddled, morose, melancholy—small fears trouble them; great fears debilitate them.*

They fire off like crossbows—this is how they police ‘this’ and ‘not’.*

They hold their ground as if keeping an oath or treaty—this is how they guard their winning claims.

They wane like autumn and winter—this is how they daily diminish.

They sink into what they do until they cannot be restored to what they were.

Their weariness is like being sealed up—this is how they wither as they age.

The mind approaching death, nothing can make it return to the light. (2/9–13)

2.2b  Delight and anger, sorrow and joy, worry and regret, vacillation and fear, frivolity and indulgence, wantonness and pretentiousness—music issuing from empty hollows,* mushrooms issuing from vapour. Day and night they alternate before us and no one knows whence they sprout. Enough! Enough! Morning and night this is present, whatever it is they arise from!*

Without them there’d be no ‘me’,* and without ‘me’ nothing would be selected.* This indeed comes close, but we don’t know whom they work for.* It’s like there’s a genuine commander, except we find no sign of it. It can act, that’s for sure, but we don’t see its form.* It has fact without form.* (2/13–16)

2.2c  The hundred bones, nine orifices, and six viscera all present in us, which should we hold closest? Do you delight in them all? Or do you have a favourite among them? If so, are the others all its servants? Are the servants unable to govern each other? Might they take turns being ruler and servant?* Might there be a genuine ruler* present among them? If we seek to get the facts about it without success, that makes no difference to its genuineness. (2/16–18)

2.2d  Once people receive their completed bodily form, they never forget it as they await the end.* They clash and grate against things, rushing forward as if galloping, nothing being able to stop them. Isn’t it sad? They labour their whole life without seeing their achievements, wearing themselves out in toil without knowing where they will end up. Isn’t it pitiful? People say at least they’re not dead, but what good is that? Their body deteriorates, their mind along with it. Isn’t this the most pitiful of all? Is human life really as muddled as this?* Or am I alone muddled and others are not? (2/18–21)

2.3  If we follow our preformed mind,* making it our master,* who would lack such a master? Why should it be only those knowledgeable enough for their minds to replace [their views], selecting [a master] for themselves, who have one? Fools too have one. For there to be ‘this’ and ‘not’ without first being formed in the mind,* this is to go to Yuè today and arrive yesterday.* This is to take what doesn’t exist to exist. If you take what doesn’t exist to exist, then even the spirit-like Yú couldn’t understand it. How could someone like me manage it?! (2/21–3)

2.4a

Speech isn’t blowing air.* Speakers have something they say.* It’s just that what they say is never fixed.*

Ultimately, then, is there speech? Or has there never been speech?* If we take it to be different from hatchlings chirping, is there indeed a distinction? Or is there no distinction?* (2/23–4)

2.4b  How is the Way obscured, such that there are genuine and fake? How is speech obscured, such that there are ‘this’ and ‘not’?* How can the Way depart and not be present? How can speech be present yet not be allowable?* The Way is obscured by small achievements;* speech is obscured by elaborate rhetoric.* So there are the ‘thises’ and ‘nots’ of the Ruists and the Mohists, by which they deem ‘this’ what the other deems ‘not’ and deem ‘not’ what the other deems ‘this’.* If you want to deem ‘this’ what someone deems ‘not’ and deem ‘not’ what someone deems ‘this’, nothing is better than using understanding.* (2/24–7)

2.4c  No thing is not ‘that’; no thing is not ‘this’. From ‘that’ you don’t see it; from ‘this’ you know it.* So I say, ‘that’ issues from ‘this’, while ‘this’ responds to ‘that’—this is the doctrine that ‘that’ and ‘this’ are born together.* However, just as they are born, they are dying;* just as they are dying, they are born; just as something is allowable, it is unallowable; just as something is unallowable, it is allowable.* Responding to ‘this’ is responding to ‘not’; responding to ‘not’ is responding to ‘this’.* Thus the sage does not pursue this course but instead looks at things in the light of heaven, simply adjusting ‘this’ in response to the situation.* (2/27–9)

2.4d  ‘This’ is also ‘that’, ‘that’ is also ‘this’. That there is one ‘this’ and ‘not’; this here is also one ‘this’ and ‘not’.* Ultimately, then, are there ‘that’ and ‘this’?! Or ultimately are there no ‘that’ and ‘this’?!* ‘That’ and ‘this’ not getting paired with their counterpart is called ‘the hinge of the Way’.* Once the hinge fits into its socket, it can respond without limit. ‘This’ on the one hand has no limit; ‘not’ on the other hand has no limit.* So I say, nothing is better than using understanding. (2/29–31)

2.5  Using indicating to explain how indicating isn’t indicated isn’t as good as using non-indicating to explain how indicating isn’t indicated. Using horses to explain how horses aren’t horses isn’t as good as using non-horses to explain how horses aren’t horses.

Heaven and earth are a single indicated thing; the myriad things are a single horse.* (2/31–3)

2.6a Allowable? Allowable. Unallowable? Unallowable. Ways are formed by walking along them;* things are so because they are called so. How are they so? They’re so in what’s so. How are they not so? They’re not so in what’s not so. Things indeed have respects in which they’re so; things indeed have respects in which they’re allowable.* No thing is not so; no thing is not allowable.* (2/33–4)

2.6b So in deeming ‘this’, whether you mention a stalk or a pillar, a hag or a beauty, all manner of strange and incongruous things, the Way connects them together as one.* Their division is formation; their formation brings loss.* When all things are neither formed nor suffer loss, they return to being connected together as one. Only the adept know how things connect as one; rather than insistently deeming things ‘this’, they lodge them in the ‘ordinary’.* (The ‘ordinary’ is the useful; the useful flows through; what flows through is successful; arrive at what’s successful and you’ve about got it.)* Simply adjust ‘this’ in response to the situation; doing so without knowing it’s so is called ‘the Way’.* (2/34–7)

2.6c  Labouring your spirit-intelligence* deeming things one without knowing how they are the same is called ‘three in the morning’.* What is ‘three in the morning’? The monkey keeper was giving out nuts. He said, ‘Three in the morning and four in the evening’. The monkeys were all angry. He said, ‘So then four in the morning and three in the evening’. The monkeys were all delighted. Without any loss in name or object,* delight and anger were the results—this is just adjusting ‘this’ in response to the situation.* Thus the sage uses ‘this’ and ‘not’ to harmonize things and rests in the equality of heaven.* This is called ‘walking two ways’.* (2/37–40)

2.7a  The people of antiquity, their knowledge reached a limit.* Where did it reach? Some of them held that there’ve never been things—the ultimate, limiting stance, which cannot be taken further. Next there were those who held there are things, but there’ve never been boundaries. Next there were those who held there are boundaries, but there’ve never been ‘this’ and ‘not’.* The emergence of ‘this’ and ‘not’ is how the Way suffers loss; how the Way suffers loss is how cares form.* (2/40–2)

2.7b  So ultimately are there formation and loss? Or ultimately are there no formation and loss? If there are formation and loss, that’s Mr Zhāo playing the zither. If there are no formation and loss, that’s Mr Zhāo not playing the zither.*

Zhāo Wén’s zither playing, music-master Kuàng’s conducting, Huìzǐ’s leaning on his armrest [while disputing]—the understanding of these three masters had all about reached perfection, and so their fame has carried on through the years.* Their keenness for their skills set them apart from others. Since they were keen about them, they wanted to clarify them.* But because they tried to clarify what can’t be clarified, they ended up in the obscurity of disputes over hard and white.* Zhāo’s son too pursued his father’s career, his whole life failing to achieve anything.* Can something like this be called ‘forming’ achievements? Then even I too have achieved something. Can something like this not be called ‘forming’ achievements? Then neither I nor anyone else has achieved anything.*

Thus the light of confusion and doubt is what sages take as their course.* Rather than deeming ‘this’, they lodge things in ‘the ordinary’. This is called ‘using understanding’.* (2/42–7)

2.8  Now suppose I say something here. I don’t know whether it’s of a kind with all this or not of a kind with all this.* If things of a kind and those not of a kind are deemed of a kind with one another, then there’s no difference between it and them.*

Still, let me try to say it.

There’s a beginning. There’s what’s before there’s a beginning. There’s what’s before what’s before there’s a beginning. There’s existence. There’s non-existence. There’s what’s before there’s non-existence. There’s what’s before what’s before there’s non-existence. Suddenly non-existence exists, yet as to non-existence existing I don’t know ultimately what exists and what doesn’t.

Now as to me, I’ve just said something, yet I don’t know whether what I said ultimately has said something or hasn’t said anything.* (2/47–51)

2.9

Nothing in the world is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair,* yet Mount Tài is small.

No one outlives a dead child, yet Péngzǔ* died young.

Heaven and earth and I are born together, while the myriad things and I are one.*

Having become one, can we still say anything? Having asserted it is one, can we still not say anything? The one and what we said make two; two and one make three.* Going on from here, even a skilled calculator couldn’t figure it out, let alone an ordinary person! So if in proceeding from non-existence to existence we arrive at three, how much more extreme will it be if we proceed from existence to existence?!* Don’t proceed with either of these: simply adjust ‘this’ in response to the situation.* (2/51–5)

2.10  The Way has never had boundaries; speech has never been constant.* Because we deem ‘this’, there are borders.* Let me say something about the borders: there is locating, there is demarcating;* there is sorting out, there is making claims;* there is dividing, there is disputing; there is competing, there is contending. These are called ‘the eight Virtues’* [by which we fix borders].

What lies beyond the six reaches,* the sage locates there without attempting to sort out; what lies within the six reaches, the sage sorts out without making claims; as to records of the former kings—their annals and statesmanship—the sage makes claims but does not engage in disputation.*

So in dividing, something is not divided; in distinction-drawing disputation, something is not distinguished.* ‘So what?’ you ask. The sage embraces things; ordinary people dispute over distinctions between them to show each other.* So I say, in disputation something is not seen. (2/55–8)

2.11

The Great Way isn’t declared.
Great distinctions aren’t spoken.
Great benevolence isn’t benevolent.
Great honesty isn’t upright.
Great courage isn’t aggressive.


If the Way is too clear, it fails to guide as a Way.*
If speech draws too many distinctions, it fails to cover.*
If benevolence is too constant, it can’t be achieved.
If honesty is too pure, it can’t be trusted.
If courage is too aggressive, it can’t be carried out.
These five all in place, you’re close enough.


So knowing to stop at what one doesn’t know is the ultimate.* Who knows distinctions that aren’t spoken and a Way that doesn’t guide as a Way?* If someone can know these, this is called ‘Heaven’s Treasury’. Poured into, it doesn’t fill; drawn from, it doesn’t run dry; yet we know not whence it comes. This is called ‘the shaded light’.* (2/58–62)

2.12  So long ago the sage-king Yáo asked his counsellor Shùn, ‘I want to attack Zōng, Kuài, and Xū’áo. I sit on the throne feeling restless, unable to let this go. Why is this?’ Shùn said, ‘Those three still live crudely among the brambles and brush. Why feel restless? Long ago ten suns came out all at once, shining on all the myriad things. How much more [should they be illuminated] by someone in whom Virtue is even brighter than the sun!’* (2/62–4)

2.13a  Gaptooth asked Wáng Ní, ‘Do you know what all things agree in deeming right?’*

‘How would I know that?’

‘Do you know what you don’t know?’

‘How would I know that?’

‘So then does no thing have any knowledge?’

‘How would I know that?* However, let me try to explain it. How do I know what I call knowing is not failing to know? How do I know what I call failing to know is not knowing?

‘Moreover, let me ask you: if people sleep in the damp, their waist aches like it’s killing them, but is that so of a loach? If people live in a tree, they shake with fright, but is that so of a monkey? Of the three, which knows the correct place to live?* People eat the meat of pastured and fed animals; deer eat grasses; centipedes find snakes tasty; owls and crows love mice. Of the four, which knows the correct flavour? Apes take gibbons as their mates; elk consort with deer; loaches swim with fish. People take Máo Qiáng and Lady Lì to be beautiful, but if fish saw them, they’d dive into the depths, if birds saw them, they’d fly high and away, and if deer saw them, they’d dash off. Of the four, which knows the correct standard of beauty in the world? As I see it, the bases of benevolence and righteousness and the paths of ‘right’ and ‘not’ are all tangled and jumbled.* How could I know how to distinguish them?’ (2/64–70)

2.13b  Gaptooth said, ‘If you don’t know benefit from harm,* does the ultimate person really not know benefit from harm?’

Wáng Ní said, ‘The ultimate person is spirit-like.* The great wilderness could blaze with fire, but it wouldn’t scorch them; vast rivers could freeze over, but it wouldn’t chill them; thunder could crack open the mountains while whirlwinds roil the seas, but this wouldn’t startle them.* Someone like this rides the clouds and mist, mounts the sun and moon, and wanders beyond the four seas. Life and death alter nothing in them—how much less the bases of benefit and harm!’* (2/71–2)

2.14  Scaredy Bird said to Parasol Tree, ‘I heard from the master* that sages don’t undertake affairs, don’t seek benefit, don’t avoid harm, don’t delight in pursuing things, and don’t follow the Way. Saying nothing, they say something; saying something, they say nothing, as they wander beyond the dust and dirt. The master considered these fanciful, preposterous claims, but I considered them the practice of the wondrous Way. How do you take them, sir?’

Parasol Tree said, ‘This is something that would perplex even the Yellow Emperor if he heard it, so how could Confucius* be fit to understand it? What’s more, you too are much too quick in your reckoning. You see an egg and expect the cock’s crow, see a crossbow and expect a roast owl.

‘I’ll try wildly saying something about this for you, and you listen wildly—how would that be?

‘Side by side with the sun and moon,
Embrace the cosmos.
Join together with it all,
Accepting the jumble and muddle as it is,
Treating the humblest and noblest as equals.
Ordinary people labour and toil;
The sage is simple and dull.
Aligning with the myriad ages,
He remains unified in complete simplicity.
The myriad things all being as they are,
In this way he gathers them all together.


‘How do I know that delighting in life is not confusion? How do I know that disliking death is not being like a lost child who doesn’t know the way home? Lady Lì was the daughter of the border guard of Ài. When the king of Jìn first got her, she wept until the tears soaked the collar of her robe. Only once she reached the king’s palace, shared his luxurious couch, and ate his fine meats did she regret her tears. How do I know the dead do not regret that they originally sought to live?

‘Someone who dreams of drinking wine weeps when morning comes; someone who dreams of weeping goes off to hunt when morning comes.* While dreaming, we do not know it is a dream; during the dream, we even interpret a dream within it. Only after awakening do we know it was a dream. Only when there is a great awakening will we know this was all a great dream. Yet fools take themselves to be awake, clearly and confidently knowing things—who is a prince, who a herdsman, indeed! Confucius and you are both dreaming, and when I say you’re dreaming, I’m dreaming too.

‘These claims you mention, the name for them is enigmas. Once a great sage appears, after a myriad generations, they will know how to resolve them, and this will be as if overnight’. (2/73–84)

2.15a  Suppose you and I engage in a distinction-drawing dispute. If you win and I lose, are you ultimately ‘this’ and I ultimately ‘not’?* If I win and you lose, am I ultimately ‘this’ and you ultimately ‘not’? Is one of us ‘this’ and the other ‘not’? Or are both of us ‘this’ or both of us ‘not’?

If you and I between us are unable to know, others will indeed be even more in the dark. Whom shall we assign to correct things? Shall we assign someone who agrees with you to correct them? Since they agree with you, how can they correct things? Shall we assign someone who agrees with me to correct them? Since they agree with me, how can they correct things? Shall we assign someone who disagrees with you and me to correct them? Since they disagree with you and me, how can they correct them? Shall we assign someone who agrees with you and me to correct them? Since they agree with you and me, how can they correct them? So then you and I and others between us all being unable to know, shall we wait for still another person?* (2/84–90)

2.15b  The interaction between the shifting voices amounts to no more than if they didn’t interact at all.*

Harmonize things by finding natural divisions,* respond to them by flowing over, and so fully live out your years.

What’s called ‘harmonizing things by finding natural divisions’? I say, ‘this’ is not ‘this’; so is not so.* If ‘this’ were ultimately ‘this’, there’d indeed be no dispute over the difference between ‘this’ and ‘not’.* If so were ultimately so, there’d indeed be no dispute over the difference between so and not-so. Forget the years, forget norms, and let yourself be stirred by the boundless. So lodge things in the boundless. (2/90–2)

2.16  Penumbra* asked Shadow, ‘Before you were walking; now you’ve stopped. Before you were sitting; now you’re standing up. Why don’t you just do any one thing in particular?’

Shadow said, ‘Is there something I depend on that makes me like this? Does what I depend on in turn have something else it depends on that makes it like this? Do I depend on a snake’s scales or a cicada’s wings?* How would I know why I’m this way? How would I know why I’m not some other way?’* (2/92–4)

2.17  Once Zhuāng Zhōu dreamed of being a butterfly—vividly, vibrantly a butterfly, delightedly doing as it pleased. He wasn’t aware of Zhōu.* Suddenly he awoke and was plainly, palpably Zhōu. He doesn’t know whether Zhōu dreamed of being a butterfly or the butterfly dreams of being Zhōu. Yet surely there’s a difference between Zhōu and the butterfly.* This is a case of what’s called ‘things transforming’.* (2/94–6)


Book 3

The Crux of Nurturing Life

3.1  Our lives are limited, but knowledge is limitless. To use the limited to pursue the limitless is dangerous. This being the case, undertaking knowledge is simply dangerous.

In doing good, stay away from fame;
In doing bad, stay away from punishment.
Follow the central artery, taking it as your norm.
Thus you can preserve your body,
Fulfil life,
Nurture your parents, and
Live out your years.* (3/1–2)


3.2  Cook Dīng was carving up an ox for Lord Wén-huì. Every touch of his hand, every move of his shoulders, every step of his feet, every bend of his knees—Swish! Thwack! The sounds rang out as he waved the knife with a swoosh, all perfectly in tune, as though performing the Mulberry Grove dance to the rhythm of the Jīng-Shǒu symphony.*

Lord Wén-huì said, ‘Ah! Wonderful! How can skill reach this level?’

Cook Dīng put down his knife and replied, ‘What I care about is the Way. It’s beyond skill.* When I first began carving oxen, what I saw was always the whole ox.* After three years, I never saw the whole ox.* Now I meet it with my spirit, rather than looking with my eyes. Sensory knowing ceases, while spirit-urges proceed.* I go along with the natural patterns, strike in the main gaps, and guide the knife along the major seams, working according to the inherent structure.* So I never hit the smallest ligament or tendon, much less a main joint.

‘A good cook changes knives annually—this is cutting. A poor cook changes knives monthly—this is hacking. Now this knife of mine I’ve used for nineteen years, carving thousands of oxen, and yet the blade is like it’s fresh from the grindstone. The joints have spaces in them, and the blade has no thickness. When what has no thickness enters what has space—whoo!—there’s surely more than enough room for the blade to wander about. This is why after nineteen years the blade is still like it’s fresh from the grindstone.

‘Still, whenever I come to an intricate place, I see it will be difficult* and cautiously take care. I keep my eyes on it, work slowly, and move the knife delicately, until suddenly it has already come apart, like a clump of earth falling to the ground. I stand there holding the knife, looking all around, feeling completely satisfied and fulfilled, and then I wipe the knife off and put it away’.

Lord Wén-huì said, ‘Excellent! From hearing the words of Cook Dīng, I’ve learned how to nurture life’.* (3/2–12)

3.3  Seeing the Commander of the Right, Gōngwén Xuān was startled. He said, ‘What person is this? Why is he so unique?* Is it because of heaven? Or because of humanity?’*

‘It’s because of heaven, not humanity. In producing him, heaven made him singular. People’s appearance is endowed.* This is how we know it was heaven, not humanity’. (3/12–14)

3.4  Though the marsh pheasant takes ten steps for a peck of food and a hundred for a drink, it does not wish to be kept in a cage. Even though it would live in abundance, its spirit would be ill at ease. (3/14–15)

3.5  Lǎo Dān died. Qín Yì went to mourn him, wailed three times, and left. A disciple said, ‘Weren’t you a friend of the master?’ He said, ‘Yes’. ‘So, is it acceptable to mourn him like this?’

He said, ‘Yes. Originally, I took him to be the right sort of person, but now that’s not the case. Just now when I went in to mourn him, there were old people crying over him as if crying for their children and young people crying over him as if crying for their mothers. Among those he brought together, surely there were some who wailed without wishing to wail and cried without wishing to cry.* This is to flee from heaven and turn one’s back on the facts, forgetting what one has received. The ancients called this the punishment of fleeing from heaven.* The master happened to come when he did because it was his time; he happened to leave when he did because he flowed along with things. Be at ease with the time and dwell in the flow, and sorrow and joy cannot intrude.* The ancients called this the gods’ releasing the bonds’. (3/14–19)

3.6  The tallow is expended when used as fuel, but the fire passes on, and we know not where it ends. (3/19)


Book 4

The World among Humanity

4.1a  Yán Huí went to see Confucius to ask permission to go on a trip.*

Confucius said, ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going to Wèy’.*

‘What will you do there?’

‘I’ve heard that the lord of Wèi is youthful and imperious. He employs his state thoughtlessly, without seeing his mistakes. He expends the lives of the people so heedlessly that the dead fill the state like weeds in a field. The people have nothing they can do. I have heard you say, “Leave the well-ordered state and go to the disordered one. At the doctor’s gate there are many sick people”. I hope that, considering the point of this teaching, perhaps I can find a cure for the state of Wèy’.

Confucius said, ‘Ah! I fear you’re only going to your execution. Don’t make the Way too complicated. If it’s complicated, there’s too much to do; if there’s too much to do, it’s confusing; if it’s confusing, you get anxious; if you get too anxious, you can’t save yourself.

‘The ultimate people of old first attained it themselves and only then helped others attain it. Before you’ve firmly attained it yourself, what leisure do you have to attend to the conduct of a tyrant? Moreover, do you indeed understand what makes Virtue dissipate and knowledge emerge?* Virtue is dissipated by making a name, and knowledge emerges from conflict. Names prompt mutual strife; knowledge is a tool of conflict. Both are sinister tools, not how to perfect conduct.

‘What’s more, if you have deep Virtue and solid trust but fail to connect with others’ temperament, or you refrain from conflict over name and fame but fail to connect with others’ hearts,* yet you forcibly expound doctrines on benevolence and righteousness, norms and standards, before a tyrant—this is to exploit others’ ugliness to show off your own beauty. This is called being a troublemaker.* A troublemaker will find others surely make trouble for him in return. I fear others will make trouble for you!

‘If the lord of Wèy does delight in the worthy and despise the unworthy, what’s the use of trying to stand out from others? Above all, don’t admonish him, since if you do, the prince will surely take advantage of you in a contest of wits.

‘Your eyes he’ll dazzle
Your face he’ll level
Your mouth he’ll manage
Your appearance he’ll shape
Your mind he’ll form.*


‘This is trying to put out a fire with fire or stop flooding with water—the name for it is “exacerbating the excessive”.* Once you start going along with him, there’ll be no end to it. I fear that if you offer significant advice without first winning his trust, you’ll surely die at the tyrant’s hand.

‘What’s more, in the past the tyrant Jié killed Guān Lóngféng and the tyrant Zhòu killed Prince Bǐ Gān.* Both of these men cultivated themselves, using their ministerial position to aid the ruler’s people, opposing their superiors from below. So their rulers eliminated them because of their moral excellence. These were men who cared about having a good name.* In the past Yáo attacked Cóngzhī and Xū’áo, and Yú attacked Yǒu Hù. These states were left haunted wastes, their rulers executed. They constantly employed their troops and sought material gain without end.* These are all cases of coveting names or objects—surely you’ve heard of them! The lure of fame and gain is something even a sage cannot overcome, let alone you!*

‘Still, surely you have a plan. Let me hear about it’. (4/1–15)

4.1b  Yán Huí said, ‘If I am upright yet humble, diligent, and focused, could that work?’

Confucius said, ‘What?! How could that work?! The lord of Wèy is bursting with arrogance, his moods unstable. Since ordinary people do not oppose him, he suppresses others’ reactions to seek his own peace of mind. To put a name on it, he’s unable even to gradually improve in Virtue, let alone attain great Virtue. He will stubbornly remain unchanged, outwardly agreeing with you while inwardly learning nothing. How could that work?!’ (4/15–17)

4.1c  ‘So then I’ll be inwardly upright but outwardly compromising, citing precedents to align with the superior men of old.

‘In being inwardly upright, I’ll follow along with heaven. Following along with heaven, I know that the Son of Heaven* and myself are equally children of heaven. Why worry whether others approve or disapprove of what I say? Someone like this people consider an innocent child.* This is what I call following along with heaven.

‘In being outwardly compromising, I’ll follow along with humanity. Saluting, kneeling, bending, and bowing are the ceremonial propriety of a ruler’s subject. Everyone performs these; how could I not join in? If I do what others do, others on their part will find nothing to criticize in me. This is what I call following along with humanity.*

‘In citing precedents to align with superior men, I’ll follow along with the ancients.* Although the words are in substance instructions and criticisms, they belong to the ancients, not to me. Even if direct, someone like this won’t be faulted. This is what I call following along with the ancients. If I do this, could it work?’

Confucius said, ‘What?! How could that work?! Too many policies and methods without discerning the situation. Although this approach is too clumsy, you’ll escape blame, but that’s as far as it will go. How could this succeed in reforming him? You’re still taking the mind as your master’.* (4/17–24)

4.1d  Yán Huí said, ‘I have nothing more by which to move forward. May I ask how to proceed?’

Confucius said, ‘Fast. I’ll explain it to you. Undertaking things by following [the deliberate guidance of] the mind, could it be that easy? Bright heaven won’t approve of those who assume it’s easy’.*

Yán Huí said, ‘My family is poor. It’s been months since I’ve drunk wine or eaten meat. Can this be considered fasting?’*

‘This is the fasting you do for ritual sacrifices, not fasting of the mind’.*

Yán Huí said, ‘May I ask about fasting of the mind?’

Confucius said, ‘Focus your intent.* Listen not with your ears but with your mind; listen not with your mind but with your vital breath.* Listening stops with the ears; the mind stops with tallies.* The vital breath emptily waits on things.* Only follow the Way of concentrating emptiness. Emptiness is the fasting of the mind’.*

Yán Huí said, ‘When I’d never employed this teaching, I was solidly myself, Huí. Employing it, Huí has never existed.* Can this be called “empty”?’

The master said, ‘Perfect. I’ll explain for you. You can enter and wander within his domain, but do not be moved by how he uses names.* If you can get through to him, speak up; if not, stop. Without gates or walls,* dwell in unity and lodge in the inevitable,* and you’ll be close enough.

‘To break off making footsteps is easy; to walk without touching the ground is difficult.* When acting as an agent of humans, it’s easy to fake things; when acting as an agent of heaven, it’s difficult to fake things.* You’ve heard of flying with wings but not of flying without wings; you’ve heard of knowing by means of having knowledge but not of knowing by means of lacking knowledge.*

‘Look into that void within: the empty room produces light,* and fortune settles in what is settled.* Failing to settle—this is called “sitting yet galloping about”. Let your ears and eyes connect within while expelling the self-aware operations of the mind.* Then ghosts and spirits will come to lodge, let alone people!* This is how the myriad things transform, how the sages Yǔ and Shùn bound everything together, and what the ancient kings Fú Xì and Jī Qú practiced to the end—how much more should ordinary people practice it!’ (4/24–34)

4.2a  Zǐgāo, duke of Shè, was about to go on a mission to Qí. He asked Confucius, ‘The king has assigned me an extremely weighty mission. Qí generally treats envoys with great respect but no urgency. Even a commoner can’t be pushed, let alone the lord of a state! I’m acutely anxious about this. You’ve often told me, “In any affair, whether large or small, seldom can you achieve successful results without following the appropriate Way. Fail, and you’re sure to have problems with human relations; succeed, and you’re sure to have problems with imbalances in the yīn and yáng energies.* Only those with Virtue can avoid problems whether they succeed or fail”.

‘My diet is plain, not fancy; my cooks don’t need to slave away in a hot kitchen. But now this morning I received my orders and by evening I’m drinking ice water—I’m burning up inside! Before even getting involved in the facts of the situation, I’m already suffering from problems with the yīn and yáng. If I fail in this matter, I’ll surely suffer from problems with human relations.* As a minister, these two sets of problems are more than I can bear. Might you have some advice for me?”’ (4/34–9)

4.2b  Confucius said, ‘There are two great admonitions in the world.* One is fate, the other is duty.* That children love their parents is fate; this can’t be removed from their hearts. That subjects serve their ruler is duty; wherever you go, there is a ruler—nowhere in the world can you escape this. These are what I call “the great admonitions”.

‘So, in serving your parents, the utmost in filial devotion is to put them at ease regardless of the situation. In serving your ruler, the fullest loyalty is to put him at ease regardless of the matter. In serving your own mind, the utmost in Virtue is, without sorrow or joy arising before you in turn, to recognize what you can’t control and be as at ease with it as you are with fate.* As political subjects or as children, some things are simply inevitable. Act on the facts of the matter and forget about yourself,* and what leisure will you have for delighting in life or hating death? You’ll be fine on this mission’. (4/39–44)

4.2c  ‘Let me tell you about some things I’ve learned. In all relations between states, when the two sides are close, they must engage with each other through trust. When they are distant, they must express their sincerity through words, and the words must be transmitted by a messenger. Now to transmit words between two sides that are both pleased or both angry is the most difficult thing in the world. If both are pleased, their words will be full of exaggerated compliments; if both are angry, they’ll be full of exaggerated complaints. All forms of exaggeration overdo things. Since such words overdo things, people don’t trust them, and if they don’t trust them, the messenger is in danger. So the adage says, “Transmit the ordinary facts, not exaggerations, and you’ve about done the job”.

‘What’s more, those who compete in games of skill start off bright and cheerful but often end up dark and angry, and if things go too far they pull all sorts of tricks. Drinkers at a ceremonial banquet start off well mannered but often end up rowdy, and if things go too far they indulge in all sorts of unseemly pleasures. All affairs are like this. They start off gracious but often end up vulgar. Initially, they’re simple, but towards the end they inevitably get complicated.

‘Words spread like wind and waves; conduct may fulfil them or fall short. It’s easy to stir up wind or waves; it’s just as easy for fulfilment or shortfall to lead to danger. So anger often arises from nothing other than cunning words and one-sided remarks.

‘When animals face death they scream out any which way, panting violently, ferocity rising in their hearts. When you push people too hard, they are sure to respond badly without even knowing it. If they’re unaware of what they’re doing, who knows where it will end? So the adage says, “Don’t deviate from your orders; don’t push for results”. Going beyond proper measure is excessive. To deviate from orders or push for results endangers the whole affair. The best results take time; bad results can’t be changed. You can’t fail to be cautious!

‘One more thing: to let your mind wander freely by riding along with things and to nurture what is within you by entrusting yourself to the inevitable—that’s the ultimate.* Why concern yourself with what you will report?* The best thing to do is simply to carry out your mission—this is what’s so difficult’.* (4/44–53)

4.3  Yán Hé* was to become tutor to the crown prince, son of Duke Líng of Wèy. He asked Qú Bóyù, ‘Here is a person whose Virtue is naturally deficient.* If I enforce no guidelines with him, I’ll endanger the state. If I enforce guidelines with him, I’ll endanger myself.* He knows enough to recognize others’ mistakes but not why they make them.* What should I do with a person like this?’

Qú Bóyù said, ‘Good question! Be cautious, be careful, and keep yourself straight. The best thing to do is follow along with him in your outward form while preserving harmony in your mind.* Still, there are problems with these tactics. In following along, you don’t want to get pulled in; in preserving harmony, you don’t want to depart from your aims.* If you follow along with him outwardly but get pulled in, it’ll be downfall, ruin, collapse, defeat. If you preserve harmony in your mind but depart from your aims, you’ll just be acting for reputation and fame and it’ll be a disaster, a curse.*

‘If he acts like a baby, then act like a baby with him. If he has no boundaries, then have no boundaries with him. If he has no limits, then have no limits with him. Get through to him and draw him towards correcting his faults’.

‘Don’t you know about the praying mantis? It angrily raises its arms to block the path of an oncoming carriage, unaware it’s not up to the task. This is because it has too high an opinion of its capacities. Be cautious, be careful! If you offend the prince by repeatedly flaunting your own qualities, you’ll endanger yourself.

‘Don’t you know about tiger trainers? They dare not feed the tigers live animals because of how killing them stokes their ferocity. They dare not feed them whole animals because of how tearing them apart stirs up their fury. They time the tigers’ appetite to master their ferocity. Tigers are a different species from humans, yet they’re submissive to their trainer, because he follows along with them. So when they kill, it’s because someone has defied them.*

‘A horse-fancier uses a fancy basket to catch the dung and a precious giant clamshell to catch the pee. But if a mosquito or fly happens to land on the horse and he suddenly slaps it, the horse will break its bit, smash his head, and crush his chest. There’s a limit to what you can anticipate, and there are things care overlooks.* You mustn’t fail to be cautious!’ (4/53–64)

4.4a  Carpenter Shí was going to Qí when he came to a place called Bent Shaft and saw an oak tree by the village shrine. Measuring a hundred spans around, it was big enough to give shade to several thousand oxen. It was so tall it overlooked the hills, and the lowest branches were eighty feet up. A dozen or more of the branches were large enough to make into boats. The sightseers admiring the tree were as numerous as the crowd at a market. Without even glancing at the tree, the carpenter continued walking without a pause. When his apprentice had enough of looking at the tree, he caught up to Carpenter Shí and said, ‘Sir, since I took up an axe to follow you, I’ve never seen timber as beautiful as this. Master, why were you unwilling even to look at it, just walking on without pausing?’

The carpenter said, ‘Enough! Don’t talk about it. This is good-for-nothing wood. Make boats with it and they’ll sink; make coffins with it and they’ll quickly rot; make tools with it and they’ll quickly break; make doors with it and they’ll ooze resin; make posts with it and they’ll be eaten by worms. This is a worthless tree—there’s nothing it can be used for.* That’s why it’s grown to be so old’. (4/64–8)

4.4b  When Carpenter Shí returned home, the shrine tree appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘What are you comparing me with? Are you comparing me with fine trees?* As for the hawthorn, pear, orange, or pomelo—the kind of tree or shrub that bears fruit or berries—once their fruit is ripe, they are stripped and abused. Their big branches are broken, their small ones pulled off. These are trees whose ability makes their life miserable, and so they do not live out their natural lifespan but die midway. They themselves invite assault from the common people of the world.* Things are all like this. Now I’ve sought to be of no use for a long time, and although I nearly died, I’ve now succeeded,* and for me this is greatly useful. Supposing I’d been useful, would I have grown this big? Besides, you and I are both things. How can we judge things in comparison to one another?* A good-for-nothing person nearing death, how would you know anything about a good-for-nothing tree?’ (4/68–73)

4.4c  Carpenter Shí awoke and told his apprentice about his dream. The apprentice said, ‘If it intends to be useless, why is it a shrine tree?’* He said, ‘Quiet! Don’t talk! It’s just lodging there,* because those who don’t understand it might abuse it. If it were not a shrine tree, it might be in danger of someone cutting it! Also, how it preserves itself is different from most creatures, so if we try to explain it by typical norms, won’t we be far off indeed?’ (4/73–5)

4.5a  Nánbó Zǐqí* was wandering about* at Shāng Hill when he saw there an extraordinary tree so huge a thousand four-horse chariots could fit under the shade of its canopy. Zǐqí said, ‘What tree is this?! It must have extraordinary timber!’ But when he looked up at the smaller branches, they were too twisted to make ridge poles or beams. When he looked down at the trunk, it was too gnarled and cracked to make coffins. If you licked its leaves, your tongue blistered with sores. If you smelled it, it left you delirious for three full days. Zǐqí said, ‘It turns out that this is a worthless tree. That’s why it’s grown this big. Aha! This is why the spirit-person* is worthless’. (4/75–9)

4.5b  In the state of Sòng there’s a place called Jīngshì, which is well suited for growing catalpas, cypresses, and mulberries. But trees more than a hands’ breadth or two around are cut down by those seeking a post to leash a monkey. Those three or four spans around are cut down by people seeking a ridge pole for a high-class home. Those of seven or eight spans are cut down by the families of nobles and wealthy merchants seeking side slabs for coffins. So the trees do not live out their natural lifespan but die midway under the axe. This is the trouble that comes with having worth. So in the dispelling sacrifice, oxen with white foreheads, pigs with upturned noses, and people with piles cannot be offered to the river god. These all are things the shamans and priests know, which they consider inauspicious. These are the very things the spirit-person considers greatly auspicious.* (4/79–83)

4.6  Old Man Scatterlimb—his chin is hidden by his navel, his shoulders are higher than the crown of his head, the nape of his neck points to the sky, his five organs are on the top, and his thighs align with his ribs. By sewing clothes and doing laundry, he makes enough to live on. By winnowing and sifting, he makes enough to feed ten people. When the authorities are conscripting soldiers, Scatterlimb wanders among them with his sleeves rolled up.* When the authorities are conscripting a labour party, Scatterlimb is excused because of chronic illness. When the authorities are giving out grain to the disabled, he receives three measures and ten bundles of firewood. Despite his crippled body, he still makes enough to support himself and live out his natural lifespan. How much better could someone do by crippling their Virtue?* (4/83–6)

4.7  When Confucius travelled to Chǔ, Crazy Jiē Yú* of Chǔ wandered by his door and said:

Phoenix! Oh, Phoenix!*
What to do about Virtue’s decline?
The future we cannot wait for;
The past we cannot pursue.
When the Way prevails in the world, the sage brings things to completion;
When the Way is neglected in the world, the sage simply seeks to survive.
In times like today, he merely aims to avoid punishment.
Good fortune is lighter than a feather,
Yet no one knows how to bear it up.
Misfortune is heavier than the earth,
Yet no one knows how to avoid it.
Enough! Enough! Presiding over people with Virtue!
Danger! Danger! Rushing to your marked-off ground.*
Thistles and brambles, don’t harm my path.
My path reverses and twists, don’t harm my feet. (4/86–9)


4.8  The mountain tree plunders itself;* the oil in the fire burns itself up. Cinnamon can be eaten, so the cinnamon tree is chopped down. Lacquer can be used, so the lacquer tree is cut open. Everyone knows the use of the useful, but no one knows the use of the useless. (4/89–91)


Book 5

Tallies of Full Virtue

5.1 In the state of Lǔ, there was a chopfooted man named Wáng Tái* who had as many followers in his wanderings as Confucius. Cháng Jì asked Confucius, ‘Wáng Tái is a chopfoot, yet in number of followers, he divides the state of Lǔ equally with you, master. He neither stands and teaches nor sits and discusses, yet people go to him empty and return full. Is there indeed such a thing as an unspoken teaching,* an attainment of the mind that takes no form?* What sort of person is this?’

Confucius said, ‘The master is a sage. It’s just that I’ve been putting it off and haven’t gone to him yet. And if I am taking him as my teacher, how much more should those who aren’t my equal? Why only the state of Lǔ? I’ll lead the whole world to join in following him’.

Cháng Jì said, ‘If he’s a chopfoot yet superior to you, master, then he must indeed be far from ordinary. What’s distinctive about how someone like this applies his mind?’

Confucius said, ‘Life and death are indeed great matters, but he doesn’t allow himself to alter with them. Though heaven collapse and earth subside, he wouldn’t be lost with them. Discerning what is non-contingent,* he doesn’t shift along with things.* Treating the transformations of things as fate, he holds to his ancestral source’.*

Cháng Jì said, ‘What are you talking about?’

Confucius said, ‘Looking at them in terms of their differences, liver and gall are as distinct as the countries of Chǔ and Yuè.* Looking at them in terms of what’s the same about them, the myriad things are all one.* Someone like this doesn’t know what suits his eyes and ears, instead letting his mind wander in the harmony of Virtue.* He looks at respects in which things are one,* not seeing respects in which something has been lost. He looks at losing his foot as like leaving behind a clump of earth’.

Cháng Jì said, ‘He is devoted to himself, using his understanding to get hold of his mind and using his mind to attain constancy of mind. Why would others gather around him?!’*

Confucius said, ‘No one seeks their reflection in flowing water; they seek it in still water. Only the still can bring stillness to everything else. Among things that receive their life from the earth, the pine and cypress alone are set right, remaining green through winter and summer. Among those who receive their life from heaven, Yáo and Shùn alone are set right, standing at the head of the myriad things. Those fortunate to have the ability to set their own life right can draw on this to set others’ lives right.

‘The sign that one is able to preserve the origin is the fact that one is unafraid. A single courageous soldier will boldly enter a battle of massive armies. If someone can push themself to do this in order to seek fame, how much more can someone who makes heaven and earth their palace and the myriad things their treasury, who treats their trunk and limbs as a mere lodging, their ears and eyes as signs, and who unifies all that knowing knows, their mind never tasting death?! They can ascend any day they choose.* As to others, this [sort of person] is whom they follow. Why would he want to make such matters his business?’* (5/1–13)

5.2  Shēntú Jiā was a chopfoot who studied together with Zǐchán, prime minister of Zhèng, under Uncle Dark Nobody.* Zǐchán said to Shēntú, ‘If I leave first, you stay here; if you leave first, I’ll stay here’.*

The next day they were again sitting together on the same mat in the hall. Zǐchán said to Shēntú Jiā, ‘If I leave first, you stay here. If you leave first, I’ll stay here. Now I’m about to leave. Can you stay here or not? And if you don’t make way when you see a prime minister, do you consider yourself the equal of a prime minister?’

Shēntú Jiā said, ‘Here within our master’s gate, is there really such a thing as a prime minister? Are you so delighted in being prime minister that you look down on others? I’ve heard it said, “If the mirror is bright, the dust does not settle. If it settles, the mirror isn’t bright. If you associate long enough with a worthy teacher, you’ll be free of faults”. Now you greatly respect our master, yet you say things like this.* Isn’t this going too far?’

Zǐchán said, ‘Having ended up like this [an ex-convict judicial amputee], you still try to outdo the sage-king Yáo in goodness. Don’t you have enough Virtue to reflect on yourself?’

Shēntú Jiā said, ‘Many people make excuses for their mistakes, holding that they didn’t deserve to lose a foot. Few make no excuses for their mistakes, holding that they didn’t deserve to keep it. To recognize what you can’t control and be at ease with it as you are with fate*—only someone with Virtue can do this. To wander into the centre of Archer Yí’s range, where you’re likely to get hit, yet not be struck, is a matter of fate. Many people with both feet laugh at me because I have only one foot. It makes me boil with anger, but when I arrive at the master’s place, it vanishes and I regain calm. I wonder, is it that the master cleanses me with goodness? I’ve been wandering along with the master for nineteen years, and he’s never noticed I’m a chopfoot. Now you and I are wandering about on the inside of our physical form, yet you judge me from the outside of my physical form. Isn’t that going too far?’

Taken aback, Zǐchán’s face fell and he said, ‘Say no more’. (5/13–24)

5.3a  In Lǔ there was a chopfoot named Toeless of Shúshān. Hobbling along on his heels, he went to see Confucius. Confucius said, ‘You were heedless. Having brought this trouble on yourself in the past, what’s the use of coming to see me now?’

Toeless said, ‘I lost my foot simply because I failed to understand matters and was careless about what I did. In coming to you now, I still possess something of greater worth than my foot, and so I’m doing my best to keep it whole.* There’s nothing heaven doesn’t cover, nothing earth doesn’t bear up. I took you, sir, to be like heaven and earth. How could I have known you’d instead be like this?’

Confucius said, ‘I’ve been rude. Sir, why don’t you come in? Let me instruct you in what I’ve learned’.

Toeless left. Confucius said, ‘Be diligent, my students. Toeless is a chopfoot, yet he still devotes himself to learning to make up for his previous mistakes. How much more so should people whose Virtue is whole!’* (5/24–9)

5.3b  Toeless told Lǎo Dān, ‘In comparison with the ultimate person, Confucius falls short, doesn’t he? Why is he always making a big fuss about being a learned man? Is it that he’s trying to make an extraordinary, amazing name for himself, without understanding that the ultimate person considers this fettering and manacling oneself?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘Why not just make him come to see life and death as a single strand, allowable and unallowable as a single thread, and so release him from his fetters and manacles—would that work?’

Toeless said, ‘Heaven has punished him. How can he be released?’* (5/29–31)

5.4a  Duke Āi of Lǔ asked Confucius, ‘In Wèy there was an ugly man named Humpy Horseface. Men who lived with him were so absorbed with him they couldn’t leave him. More than ten women who saw him told their parents they’d rather be his concubine than another man’s wife. No one ever heard him take the lead; he always simply followed along with others. He had neither the position of a ruler from which to save people from death nor the financial resources by which to fill people’s bellies. And what’s more, he was so ugly as to frighten the whole world. He followed without leading, what he knew didn’t go beyond what happened around him, and yet males and females joined together before him.* There was surely something that set this fellow apart from others.

‘I summoned him to have a look, and he really was ugly enough to frighten the whole world. He stayed with me for less than a month before I started to understand him as a person, and in less than a year I trusted him. The state lacked a prime minister, so I passed administration of the state to him. He responded dejectedly, vaguely agreeing as if declining. I was embarrassed but in the end entrusted him with the state. Not long afterward, he left me and went away. I was as upset about this as if I’d suffered a loss, as if I now had no one with whom to enjoy the state. What sort of person was this?’ (5/31–8)

5.4b  Confucius said, ‘I was once sent on a mission to Chǔ and happened to see some little pigs suckling on their dead mother. After a bit they all became startled, abandoned her, and ran off. They no longer saw themselves in her, no longer saw their own kind in her. What they loved in their mother was not her body but what moved her body.

‘Those who die in battle have no use for decorations at their burial; a person whose feet have been amputated has no reason to care about shoes. They both lack the basis for these things. The palace women of the Son of Heaven do not cut their nails or pierce their ears; men who are newly married remain outside the court and do not resume their assignments. If it’s worth doing all this for people who are whole in body, how much more should a ruler do for someone whole in Virtue!* Now Humpy Horseface is trusted before he says anything and loved without having accomplished anything, such that people want to entrust their state to him and only fear he won’t accept—this is surely a case of someone whose capacities are whole but whose Virtue is not manifested in his physical form’.*

Duke Āi said, ‘What do you mean by one’s capacities being whole?’

Confucius said, ‘Death and life, survival and loss, failure and success, poverty and wealth, worthiness and unworthiness, slander and praise, hunger and thirst, cold and heat—these are the fluctuations of affairs, the march of fate. Day and night they alternate before us and knowing can’t spy out their origin. So they’re not worth disturbing one’s harmony over; they can’t be allowed to intrude into the soul repository.* Let harmony and ease prevail throughout things, without losing enjoyment;* day and night let there be no gaps, with all things making it springtime; this is to be someone who in encountering things generates the opportune moment from their mind. This is what’s called one’s capacities being whole’.

‘What do you mean by Virtue not being manifested in physical form?’

‘Levelness is water being completely at rest. It can be taken as a standard. Preserve it internally, and external things will not disturb you. Virtue is the cultivation of complete harmony.* Someone whose Virtue is not manifested in their physical form, others can’t help being drawn to’.* (5/38–47)

5.4c  Another day Duke Āi told Mǐnzǐ about it. ‘When I first faced south to rule over the world, holding the power to discipline the people and being concerned about their lives, I considered myself perfectly competent. Now, having heard talk of the ultimate man, I fear I lack what it takes, such that I might get careless about myself and lose my state. Confucius and I are not ruler and subject but simply friends in Virtue’. (5/47–9)

5.5a  Lipless Hunchback Scatterlimb advised Duke Líng of Wèy, and Duke Líng was so pleased with him that when he looked at people whose bodies were whole, their necks looked too skinny.* Jugneck Big Goiter advised Duke Huán of Qí, and Duke Huán was so pleased with him that when he looked at people whose bodies were whole, their necks looked too skinny. So there are those in whom Virtue is outstanding, such that physical form is forgotten. When people don’t forget what’s to be forgotten but instead forget what’s not to be forgotten, this is called really forgetting. (5/49–52)

5.5b  So the sage has places wherein they wander,* taking knowledge to be trouble, agreements to be glue, favours to be ties, and craft to be marketing. The sage doesn’t scheme, so what use have they for knowledge? They don’t cut things, so what use have they for glue? They are missing nothing, so what use have they for favours? They sell no goods, so what use have they for marketing? These four are what heaven provides;* what heaven provides is the sustenance of heaven. Having received sustenance from heaven, what use have they for the human? They have the bodily form of a human but not the characteristic features of a human.* They have the bodily form of a human and so live together with humans; they lack the characteristic features of humans and so ‘this’ and ‘not’ aren’t found in them.* Tiny and trivial are the respects by which they belong to humanity; grand and great, alone they fulfil the heavenly within them!* (5/52–5)

5.5c  Huìzǐ said to Zhuāngzǐ, ‘Are there really humans who lack the characteristic features of humanity?’*

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Yes’.

Huìzǐ said, ‘If they’re human yet lack the characteristic features of humanity, how can we call them human?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘The Way gives them a human appearance, heaven gives them human form—how could we not call them human?’

Huìzǐ said, ‘Since we’ve called them human, how can they lack the characteristic features of humanity?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Deeming things ‘this’ or ‘not’ is what I call characteristic features.* What I call lacking these features refers to their not injuring themselves inwardly with likes and dislikes,* always going along with the self-so without trying to benefit life’.

Huìzǐ said, ‘If they don’t try to benefit life, how do they survive?’*

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘The Way gives us an appearance, heaven gives us physical form; don’t injure yourself inwardly with likes and dislikes.

Now you put your spirit outside yourself,*
Labouring your vitality.
Leaning on a tree and babbling,
Resting on your armrest and dozing off.
Heaven chose your physical form, but
You jabber on about “hard” and “white”’.* (5/55–60).



Book 6

The Great Ancestral Master

6.1a

To know what it is that heaven does and what it is that humanity does is the ultimate. Someone who knows what it is that heaven does lives by heaven. Someone who knows what it is that humanity does uses what their knowledge knows to nurture what their knowledge doesn’t know. To live out one’s natural lifespan without dying midway, this is the height of knowledge.

Still, there’s a problem. Knowledge depends on something in order to be on the mark. It’s just that what it depends on isn’t fixed. How do I know what I call heaven is not humanity and what I call humanity is not heaven?* What’s more, only when there is a genuine human* can there be genuine knowing. (6/1–4)

6.1b  What is called the ‘genuine human’? The genuine humans of old didn’t resist scarcity, weren’t ambitious about accomplishments, and didn’t scheme over affairs. Someone like this didn’t regret it when they made mistakes or feel pleased with themselves when they were on the mark. Someone like this could climb high without fear, dive into water without getting wet, and walk into fire without getting burnt.* This is what someone is like whose knowledge can climb up onto the Way.*

The genuine humans of old slept without dreaming and woke without worries.* They ate without savouring the taste and breathed deep, deep down. (The genuine human breathes from the heels; the common masses breathe from the throat. Someone who submits chokes out speech as if retching. As to those whose sensual desires are deep, the workings of heaven in them are shallow.)*

The genuine humans of old didn’t know to be pleased with life or to dislike death. They were neither delighted to come forth nor resistant to go back in. Carefree, they went; carefree, they came back, that’s all. They neither forgot where they began nor sought where they would end. They were delighted to receive it but forgot it when they returned it. This is called ‘not letting the mind damage the Way, not using the human to assist heaven’. This is what is called a ‘genuine human’.

Someone like this, their mind forgets, their face is calm, their brow is placid. Cool like autumn, warm like spring, their delight and anger flow as naturally as the four seasons. They fit with things, no one knowing their limits. (6/4–11)

6.1c* (So when using the military, the sage can destroy a state without losing the people’s hearts. Their bounty extends to a myriad ages,* yet this is not caring about people. So to be pleased when things go well is failing to be a sage; to have affection for things is not benevolence; seeking the right time is not worthiness; being unable to encompass both benefit and harm is failing to be a gentleman; to act for reputation while losing oneself is failing to be an officer; to sacrifice oneself without genuineness is not to serve others. Those such as Hú Bùxié, Wù Guāng, Bó Yí, Shū Qí, Jīzǐ, Xū Yú, Jì Tā, and Shēntú Dí*—these all served in the service of others, doing what suited others while failing to do what suited themselves.*) (6/11–14)

6.1d

The genuine humans of old—
Their bearing fit with things without being partisan.
They seemed in need yet accepted nothing.
Together with others, they were solitary yet not obstinate.
Wide open, they were empty without being superficial.
Cheery, they seemed delighted.
In movement, they seemed pushed along.
Mild, they presented their countenance.
Bestowed, they rested in their Virtue.
Stern, they seemed like the world.
Proud, they could not be controlled.
Enclosed, they seemed to prefer withdrawing.
Absent-minded, they forgot what they were saying.* (6/14–17)


6.1e  (They took punishment to be the body, ceremonial propriety to be the wings, wisdom to be determined by the timing,* and Virtue to lie in following along with things. Taking punishment to be the body, many indeed did they execute. Taking ceremonial propriety to be the wings, it was their guide to conduct in the world. Taking wisdom to be determined by the timing, they handled affairs by doing what couldn’t be avoided. Taking Virtue to be following along, this refers to how, like anyone with feet, they reached the hilltop, while others really thought they’d worked hard.)* (6/17–19)

6.1f  So in liking things, they were one; in disliking things, they were one. Their one was one, and their not one was one. When one, they were followers of heaven; when not one, they were followers of humanity. Neither heaven nor humanity winning out over the other, this is what’s called the ‘genuine human’.* (6/19–20)

6.2a* Life and death are fate. Their being as regular as night and day is heaven. That there are things people can do nothing about is all a matter of the facts of things. People merely take heaven as their father and devote themselves to adoring it—how much more should they devote themselves to what surpasses heaven!* People merely take their ruler as superior to themselves and are willing to die for him—how much more should they devote themselves to what is genuine in them! (6/20–2)

6.2b  When the spring dries up, the fish live together on land, spitting moisture on each other and dampening each other with the froth. But it would be better for them to forget each other in rivers and lakes.* Compared with praising Yáo and condemning Jié,* it would be better to forget both of them while letting oneself transform along with the Way. (6/22–4)

6.2c  The Great Clump burdens me with bodily form, labours me with life, eases me with old age, and rests me with death. So what makes my life good is the very thing that makes my death good.* (6/24–5)

6.2d  We store a boat in a ravine or a fishnet* in a marsh and declare they’re secure. Yet the ignorant don’t know that in the middle of the night someone strong may carry them off. Storing smaller things in larger ones is appropriate, but there’s still somewhere for things to get away. Now to store the world in the world, such that there’s nowhere to get away, this is to grasp the grand conditions of constant things.

We happen to have taken on human form and delight in it. Human form is the sort of thing that can undergo a myriad transformations without ever reaching an end. Can its delights be counted? So sages wander where things cannot get away and are all present. They deem it good to die young or to grow old, to begin or to end, and people emulate them. How much more should they emulate what the myriad things are tied to and on which the unity of transformation depends?* (6/25–9)

6.3a  The Way is factual and reliable, yet it takes no action and has no form. It can be passed on but not received; it can be attained but not seen. It is its own basis and root. Before there were heaven and earth, since antiquity it has inherently been present. It gives spirit to ghosts and gods; it produces heaven and earth. It comes before the supreme pole without being high; it reaches below the six poles without being deep. It arose before heaven and earth yet isn’t long-lasting; it is senior to high antiquity without being old. (6/29–31)

6.3b  (Xī Wéi attained it and thereby raised up heaven and earth; Fú Xì attained it and thereby entered the mother of the vital breath; the Big Dipper attained it and from ancient times has never erred; the sun and moon attained it and from ancient times have never rested; Kān Huài attained it and thereby entered the Kūnlún mountains; Féng Yí attained it and thereby wandered the great rivers; Jiān Wú attained it and thereby dwelled in the great mountains; the Yellow Emperor attained it and thereby ascended to the clouds and sky; Zhuān Xù attained it and thereby dwelled in the dark palace; Yú Qiǎng attained it and stands at the north pole; the Queen Mother of the West attained it and sits in Shǎoguǎng, no one knowing her beginning or end; Péng Zǔ attained it and lived from the age of Shùn to the age of the Five Overlords; Fù Yùe attained it and thereby become minister to Wǔ Dīng, who long possessed all the world; [after his death] he mounted the eastern galaxy, straddled the Jīwěi constellation, and joined the ranks of the stars.*) (6/31–6)

6.4  Nánbó Zǐkuí asked the woman Yǔ, ‘How is it that you’re elderly but your face is like a child’s?’

‘I’ve heard the Way’.

Nánbó Zǐkuí said, ‘Can I learn the Way?’

‘No! It’s not possible. You aren’t the right person. Now Bǔliáng Yí has the ability of a sage without the Way of a sage. I have the Way of a sage without the ability of a sage. I wanted to teach it to him, hoping he’d indeed turn out to be a sage. Even if not, it’s still easy to explain the Way of a sage to someone with the ability of a sage. I explained it to him and watched over him. After three days, he could put the world outside himself. Once he’d put the world outside himself, I watched over him some more, and after seven days he could put things outside himself. Once he put things outside himself, I watched over him some more, and after nine days he could put life outside himself. Once he put life outside himself, he could penetrate through to daylight; once he could penetrate through to daylight, he could perceive solitude;* once he could perceive solitude, he could exist without past and present; once he could exist without past and present, he could enter into what neither dies nor lives.

‘What kills life does not die; what produces life does not live. As to how this thing is, there’s nothing it doesn’t send off, nothing it doesn’t welcome, nothing it doesn’t damage, nothing it doesn’t complete. The name for it is “peace in disruption”. Peace in disruption is attaining completion once disrupted’.

Nánbó Zǐkuí said, ‘How did you alone hear about all this?’

‘I heard it from the son of Assistant Ink, who heard it from the grandson of Repeated Recitation, who heard it from Looking Lucidly, who heard it from Whispered Word, who heard it from Soft Service, who heard it from Sing Song, who heard it from Dim Dark, who heard it from Verging Vastness, who heard it from Seeming Source’. (6/36–45)

6.5a  Four men, Zǐsì, Zǐyú, Zǐlí, and Zǐlaí, were talking together.* ‘Whoever can take nothing as the head, life as the spine, and death as the rump, whoever knows that life and death, existence and non-existence are one whole, we will be friends with them’.* The four men looked at each other and laughed. There was nothing contrary in their hearts, so they became friends with each other.

After a while Zǐyú became ill. Zǐsì went to see how he was. Zǐyú said, ‘How amazing! The maker of things is turning me into this twisted-up thing’. He was hunched over so that his back stuck out, his five major organs were on top, his chin was hidden in his navel, his shoulders were above his crown, and the nape of his neck pointed to the sky. His yīn and yáng energies were disrupted, but his mind was at ease and undisturbed. He hobbled over to look at his reflection in a well. ‘Oh my! The maker of things is indeed turning me into this twisted-up thing’.

Zǐsì said, ‘Do you resent it?’

‘No, what’s there for me to resent? Suppose he transforms my left arm into a rooster. I’ll respond by seeking to announce the break of day. Suppose he transforms my right arm into a slingshot. I’ll respond by seeking some roasted owl to eat. Suppose he transforms my rump into wheels and my spirit into a horse. I’ll respond by riding them about. I’ll never need to find a ride again!

‘Gain is a matter of the timing,* loss a matter of how things flow along. Be at ease with the time and dwell in the flow, and sorrow and joy cannot intrude. This is what in antiquity was called releasing the bonds—whereas those who can’t release themselves are bound by something. What’s more, things have never been able to overcome heaven. So what would I resent about it?’ (6/45–53)

6.5b  After a while Zǐlái became ill. Gasping and wheezing, he lay at verge of death. His wife and children circled around him crying. Zǐlí went to see how he was and said, ‘Shoo! Get back! Don’t disturb the transformations’. He leaned against the doorway and spoke with Zǐlái. ‘How amazing, the making and transforming! What will it make you into next? Where will it make you go? Will it make you into a rat’s liver? Will it make you into a bug’s arm?’

Zǐlái said, ‘Parents’ relation to their children is such that, whether north, south, east, or west, the children only follow their commands. The relation of yīn and yáng* to people is even more important than that of our parents to us. They having brought me near death, I’d be impudent indeed if I were to disobey. What wrong have they done here?! The Great Clump burdens me with bodily form, labours me with life, eases me with old age, and rests me with death. So what makes my life good is the very thing that makes my death good.*

‘Now if a master smith were casting metal and the metal jumped up and said, “I must be made into an Excalibur”, the smith would surely take it to be cursed metal. Now having once happened to take on human form, were I to say “Only a human, only a human”, the maker-and-transformer would surely take me to be a cursed human. Now in this case I take heaven and earth to be a great furnace and the making-and-transforming to be a master smith. Where could I go that wouldn’t be acceptable?! Soundly I’ll sleep; then I’ll awaken bright and fresh’. (6/53–60)

6.6a  Three men, Zǐ Sānghù, Mèng Zǐfǎn, and Zǐ Qínzhāng, were friends.* They said, ‘Who can be together in the togetherless and reciprocate where there is no reciprocity? Who can ascend to the sky and wander in the mists, whirling around in the limitless, living by forgetting each other, without ever coming to an end?’ The three men looked at each other and laughed. There was nothing contrary in their hearts, so they were friends with each other.

After some time went by without event, Zǐ Sānghù died. Before the burial, Confucius heard about it and sent Zǐgòng* to assist with the funeral affairs.* [When Zǐgòng arrived,] one of the men had composed a song, the other was strumming a zither, and together they sang:

Alas, O Sānghù!
Alas, O Sānghù!
You’ve returned to the genuine
While we remain here as men, hey!


Zǐgòng rushed forward and said, ‘May I ask, singing in the presence of a corpse, is this ceremonially proper?’* The two men looked at each other and laughed, saying, ‘How would this guy understand the point of ceremonial propriety?’* (6/60–5)

6.6b  Zǐgòng returned home and told Confucius about it.* ‘What kind of people are these? They completely lack decorum and put their physical form outside themselves. They sing in the presence of a corpse without the slightest change in expression.* I have no name for them. What kind of people are they?’

Confucius said, ‘They are those who wander beyond the realm, while I am someone who wanders within it.* Beyond and within never meet, so it was impertinent of me to send you to mourn him. They are becoming companions to the maker of things, wandering in the unified breath of heaven and earth. They take life to be a protruding cyst, a dangling wart, and death to be the bursting of a boil, the draining of an abscess. How would someone like this have any thought of giving priority to life over death? They provisionally depend on distinct things while entrusting themselves to the shared whole; they forget their liver and gall, leave behind their ears and eyes, and cycle from end to beginning, over and over, unaware of any breaks or starts. Vacantly they meander beyond the dust and dirt, freely going about the vocation of taking no action.* How could they trouble themselves to follow worldly customs of ceremonial propriety, putting on a show for the eyes and ears of ordinary people?’

Zǐgòng said, ‘So then, master, what realm do you abide by?’

Confucius said, ‘I am someone punished by heaven.* Still, I’ll share it with you’.*

Zǐgòng said, ‘May I ask the details?’

Confucius said, ‘Fish create each other in water; people create each other in Ways.* For those who create each other in water, dig a pool and their nurture is provided for. For those who create each other in Ways, without working at it, their lives are settled.* So it’s said, “Fish forget each other in rivers and lakes; people forget each other in the arts of Ways”’.*

Zǐgòng said, ‘May I ask about odd people?’*

Confucius said, ‘Odd people are odd among people but align with heaven. So it’s said, “Heaven’s commoner is humanity’s gentleman; humanity’s gentleman is heaven’s commoner”’.* (6/65–74)

6.7  Yán Huí asked Confucius, ‘When Mèngsūn Cái’s mother died, he wailed without shedding tears, felt no grief in his heart within, and mourned without displaying sorrow. Despite lacking these three things, he is renowned throughout the state of Lǔ for how well he handled the mourning. Is there really such a thing as winning a name while lacking the corresponding substance? I find this strange indeed’.

Confucius said, ‘That Mr Mèngsūn handled everything thoroughly. He is advanced beyond ordinary understanding. Although he was unable to do away with mourning altogether, he did do away with some things.* Mr Mèngsūn doesn’t know why we live or why we die; he doesn’t know to take the lead or to follow behind. It’s like he has transformed into a thing that merely awaits further transformations that he doesn’t know about, that’s all. Indeed, when we are transforming, might we not transform? When we are not transforming, might we have already transformed? Might it just be that you and I are dreaming and haven’t begun to wake? For him there are changes to the body but no injury to the mind, alterations to the form but no loss of vitality.* Mr Mèngsūn alone is awake. When others cry, he cries; this is why he acted as he did.* Moreover, we each together take ourselves to be “I”, but how do we know what we call “I” is indeed I?* You dream of being a bird, soaring across the sky, or dream of being a fish, diving to the depths.* I wonder, is the person speaking now awake or dreaming? Seeking what suits you is not as good as laughing; laughing is not as good as following along with how things are arranged. Find ease in the arrangement of things while going along with the transformations and thus enter the oneness of the vast, formless sky’.* (6/75–82)

6.8  Yì’érzǐ went to see Xǔ Yóu. Xǔ Yóu said, ‘How has Yáo instructed you?’*

Yì’érzǐ said, ‘Yáo told me, “You must devote yourself to benevolence and righteousness while clearly stating what is right and wrong”’.*

Xǔ Yóu said, ‘Why come to see me? Yáo having already tattooed you with benevolence and righteousness and cut off your nose with right and wrong,* how will you wander the aimless and wild, unbound and uninhibited, turning and shifting path?’

Yì’érzǐ said, ‘Still, I wish to wander along its edges’.

Xǔ Yóu said, ‘No. The blind lack the means to appreciate the attractiveness of eyes and facial expressions, the sightless lack the means to appreciate the look of richly coloured embroidery’.

Yì’érzǐ said, ‘Wú Zhuāng forgot her beauty, Jù Liǎng forgot his strength,* the Yellow Emperor abandoned his wisdom—all simply as part of the process of smelting and forging. How do we know the maker of things will not remove my tattoo and restore my nose, making me whole again so that I can follow after you, sir?’

Xǔ Yóu said, ‘Hm. You never know. I’ll speak about the rough outlines for you. My master! My master!* It coordinates the myriad things without being righteous; it nourishes a myriad ages without being benevolent.* It is senior to high antiquity without being old;* it covers heaven, bears up earth, and carves out all the various forms without being skilled. Just here is where I wander’. (6/82–9)

6.9  Yán Huí said, ‘I’ve made progress’.

Confucius said, ‘In what way?’

‘I’ve forgotten benevolence and righteousness’.

‘Good work, but it’s still not enough’.

Another day, they met again.

‘I’ve made progress’.

‘In what way?’

‘I’ve forgotten ceremony and music’.

‘Good work, but it’s still not enough’.

Another day, they met again.

‘I’ve made progress’.

‘In what way?’

‘I sit and forget’.

Taken aback, Confucius said, ‘What do you mean, “sit and forget”?’

Yán Huí said, ‘I let my torso and limbs fall away, dismiss my hearing and vision, depart from my physical form and expel knowing, and assimilate to the vast connecting flow.* This is what I call “sit and forget”’.

Confucius said, ‘If you assimilate with it, you have no preferences; if you transform along with it, you hold nothing constant. It turns out that you are the worthier of us!* Please let me become your follower’. (6/89–93)

6.10  Zǐyú was friends with Zǐsāng. Once it rained continuously for ten days. Zǐyú said, ‘I fear Zǐsāng may be in trouble’. He packed up some food and took it to him to eat. When he arrived at Zǐsāng’s gate, he heard the strumming of a zither and a voice that was half singing, half wailing. ‘Was it Father? Was it Mother? Heaven? Humanity?’ The voice seemed unable to sustain itself and rushed to get the lines out.

Zǐyú went in and said, ‘Why are you singing like this?’

‘I was thinking about what led me to this extreme. Surely my parents didn’t want me to be so poor. Heaven covers all impartially; earth sustains all impartially. Surely heaven and earth wouldn’t discriminate against me to make me so poor. I tried to find who did this but couldn’t.* Still, I’ve been led to this extreme. I guess it’s fate’. (6/94–7)


Book 7

Responding to Emperors and Kings

7.1 Gaptooth was asking Wáng Ní questions. Four times he asked, and four times Wáng Ní didn’t know.* Gaptooth jumped for joy and went to tell Master Reedcoat. Master Reedcoat said, ‘Did you only just now come to know this? The man of Yǒuyú was not the equal of the man of Tài.* Yǒuyú still stored up benevolence to win people over. He did win people to his side, but he never emerged into the non-human. Tài was at peace when asleep and at ease when awake, at one time taking himself to be a horse, at another taking himself to be an ox.* His know-how being genuinely reliable, his Virtue utterly genuine, he never entered the non-human’.* (7/1–4)

7.2  Jiān Wú went to see crazy Jiē Yú.* Crazy Jiē Yú said, ‘What did Noonstart tell you?’

Jiān Wú said, ‘He told me that a ruler puts forth his own guidelines, standards, norms, and measures. Who among the people would dare not obey and be reformed by them?’*

Crazy Jiē Yú said, ‘This is sham Virtue! With respect to governing the world, this is like trying to wade across the ocean, dig through a river, or make a mosquito carry a mountain! When the sage governs, does he govern what is outward?* He sets himself straight* and only then acts. He confirms he’s able to handle his tasks, that’s all. Birds fly high to avoid the harm of stringed arrows; mice burrow deep under the sacred hill to avoid the trouble of being smoked or drilled out. Do you know less than these two little creatures?’ (7/4–7)

7.3  Rooted-in-Heaven wandered along the sunny side of Yīn Mountain, reaching the bank of the Liǎo River, where he met a Nameless Person and asked them, ‘How does one manage the world?’

The Nameless Person said, ‘Get lost, you lout! Why ask such an annoying question? I’m about to join the maker of things as my companion. When I tire of that, I’ll ride the clear, vaporous bird out beyond the six poles to wander in the land of nothing-at-all, dwelling in the wilds of vast emptiness. Why are you disturbing my mind with questions about governing the world?’

Rooted-in-Heaven asked again. The Nameless Person said, ‘Let your mind wander in serenity, merge your vital breath with the vastness, follow along with what is self-so for things, allowing no personal biases, and the world will be well governed’.* (7/7–11)

7.4  Yáng Zǐjū* went to see Lǎo Dān and said, ‘Suppose there’s a person who is quick and capable, insightful and intelligent, untiring in studying the Way—could someone like this compare with an enlightened king?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘In comparison with a sage, this person is a petty functionary bound by their craft, labouring their body and stressing their mind.* Besides, the markings of the tiger and leopard attract hunters; the monkey’s agility and the dog’s ability to catch foxes get them leashed. Can creatures like these be compared to an enlightened king?!’*

Taken aback, Yáng Zǐjū said, ‘May I ask how an enlightened king governs?’

Lǎo Dān said,

‘When an enlightened king governs,*
His achievements cover the world yet seem not to come from him.
His transforming influence reaches the myriad things, yet the people do not rely on him.
No one mentions his name; he causes all creatures to be joyful in and of themselves.
He stands in the immeasurable and wanders where nothing exists’. (7/11–15)


7.5  In Zhèng there was a spirit-diviner named Jì Xián who could tell whether people would live or die, survive or perish, have good or bad fortune, and live long or die young, predicting the year, month, week, and day like a spirit.* When the people of Zhèng saw him they all spurned him and ran away. Lièzǐ* went to see him and was enthralled. He returned and told Húzǐ,* ‘At first, master, I took your Way to be the ultimate, but there’s another one that goes even further’.

Húzǐ said, ‘I have shown you only the outward form, not the substance; have you really attained the Way? What sort of eggs will you get from a bunch of hens without a rooster? You go out and compete with the world to see whose Way is more impressive and so give this man the chance to read your face.* Try to bring him here to show me to him’.

The next day, Lièzǐ brought Jì Xián with him to see Húzǐ. When they left, Jì said to Lièzǐ, ‘Alas, your master is dying. He won’t live beyond a week. I saw something strange in him. I saw damp ashes’.

Lièzǐ went in and told Húzǐ, weeping so much the tears soaked the collar of his robe. Húzǐ said, ‘Just now I showed myself to him as the patterns of the earth, sprouting up from what neither moves nor stops.* He probably saw me blocking off the workings of Virtue. Try to bring him again’.

The next day, Lièzǐ again brought Jì Xián with him to see Húzǐ. When they left, he said to Lièzǐ, ‘How fortunate that your master met me! He has recovered and is full of life. I saw that the blockage had shifted’.

Lièzǐ went in and told Húzǐ. Húzǐ said, ‘Just now I showed myself to him as heaven above and the fertile soil below. Neither names nor objects entering my mind, the workings issued from my heels. He probably saw that I had mended the threads of vital breath.* Try to bring him again’.

The next day, Lièzǐ again brought Jì Xián with him to see Húzǐ. When they left, he said to Lièzǐ, ‘Your master is so unstable that I’m unable to read his face. Try to get him to stabilize, and I’ll return to give a reading’.

Lièzǐ went in and told Húzǐ. Húzǐ said, ‘Just now I showed myself to him as the utter void without tracks. He probably saw the workings of the balanced breath in me. The depths where whales swirl are an abyss; the depths of still water are an abyss; the depths of flowing water are an abyss. Of the nine types of abysses, here I have manifested three of them. Try to bring him again’.

The next day, Lièzǐ again brought Jì Xián with him to see Húzǐ. Before he came to a standstill, Jì Xián lost control of himself and ran away. Húzǐ said, ‘Follow him!’ Lièzǐ followed him but couldn’t catch up him. He returned and told Húzǐ, ‘He’s vanished; he got away. I couldn’t catch him’.

Húzǐ said, ‘Just now I showed myself to him as if never having emerged from my ancestral source. I came to him empty and malleable, such that he couldn’t tell what I was, now swept about by the wind, now flowing away with the waves. So he fled’.

After this, Lièzǐ returned home, taking himself to have learned nothing at all. For three years, he didn’t go out. He cooked for his wife and fed the pigs as if feeding people. In affairs, he took no sides, returning from elaborate carving to unhewn plainness.* Clump-like, he stood alone in his physical form.* Confused, in disarray, he remained like this until the end. (7/15–31)

7.6  Don’t be a surrogate for a name; don’t be a storehouse of schemes; don’t be an administrator of affairs; don’t be an authority on wisdom. Fully embody the limitless while wandering where there are no tracks; fulfil what you receive from heaven with no thought of gain—just be empty,* that’s all. The ultimate person uses the mind like a mirror, neither escorting nor welcoming things, responding without storing. So they can overcome things without being harmed. (7/31–3)

7.7  The sovereign of the South Sea was Swift, the sovereign of the North Sea was Sudden, and the sovereign of the centre was Primal Chaos.* Swift and Sudden occasionally met together in Chaos’s realm, and Chaos treated them extremely well. Swift and Sudden planned to repay Chaos’s kindness, saying, ‘All people have seven openings through which they see, hear, eat, and breath. Only this fellow has none. Let’s try boring them’. Each day they bored one opening, and on the seventh day Primal Chaos died.* (7/33–5)


The Outer Books


Book 8

Webbed Toes

8.1a  Webbed toes and branched fingers may indeed come from one’s inherent nature, but they are extraneous to Virtue.* Protruding cysts and dangling warts may indeed come from one’s body, but they are extraneous to inherent nature.* Those who apply benevolence and righteousness that they have appended and sprouted may indeed rank them among the five vital organs,* but they are not the correct approach to the Way and Virtue.

So to have webbing on one’s feet is to have grown a useless piece of flesh; to have branching on one’s hand is to have sprouted a useless finger; to append webs to and sprout branches from the inherent features of the five organs is to be corrupted and perverted by the practice of benevolence and righteousness and to encumber and divide the functioning of one’s hearing and eyesight.

So adding webs to one’s eyesight disorders the five colours and corrupts patterns and designs—isn’t the dazzle of colourful embroidery an example? Yet Lí Zhū* did just this. Adding appendages to one’s hearing disorders the five notes and corrupts the six tones—aren’t percussion instruments, strings and woodwinds, and bells and pipes an example? Yet Master Kuàng* did just this. Branching out with benevolence, flaunting Virtue, and stopping up one’s inherent nature in order to attract a good reputation—won’t this pipe-and-drum the whole world into pursuing unreachable standards? Yet Zēng and Shǐ* did just this. Adding webbing through disputation, tinkering with utterances and hammering out expressions as if balancing tiles or tying knots,* amusing oneself with the distinctions between hard and white or same and different*—isn’t this exhausting oneself pursuing a reputation for useless claims? Yet Yáng and Mò* did just this. So these are all Ways of appending webbing or sprouting branches, not the highest standard of correctness in the world. (8/1–8)

8.1b  The highest standard of correctness* is not to lose the characteristic features of one’s nature and fate.* In that case, joining is not adding webbing, and branching is not sprouting extraneous appendages. Being long is not having a surplus; being short is not being deficient. So although a duck’s legs are short, if we lengthened them, it would be troubled; although a crane’s legs are long, if we cut them, it would be grieved. So if we grasp that what is long by nature is not to be cut and what is short by nature is not to be lengthened, there will be no need to eliminate troubles. Could it be that benevolence and righteousness are not people’s characteristic features? Otherwise, why do those benevolent people have so many worries? (8/8–10)

8.2  Moreover, those with webbed toes would cry if they were torn apart; those with branched fingers would howl if they were bitten off. One of these two has a surplus in number, the other a shortfall, but in being distressed they are the same. Now the benevolent people of today get bleary eyed worrying about the world’s troubles; the malicious people tear apart the characteristic features of their nature and fate in their gluttony for honour and wealth. So could it be that benevolence and righteousness are not people’s characteristic features? From the Three Dynasties on down, why has there been all this clamour in the world? (8/10–13)

8.3  Moreover, to depend on the curve and line, the compass and set square to be correct is to slice away one’s nature; to depend on ropes and cords, glue and lacquer to be strong is to violate one’s Virtue. Bending and bowing in ceremonial propriety and music, urging and nurturing benevolence and righteousness to comfort all the world’s hearts—this is to lose what is constantly so of us. There is what is constant in the world: the constant is what is bent without applying the curve, straight without applying the line, round without applying the compass, square without applying the set square, joined without applying glue or lacquer, bound without applying rope or cord. So all the world are induced into life without knowing how they live, and all obtain what they have without knowing how they obtained it. So whether past or present, this point holds without fail. Then why do people continually impose benevolence and righteousness on the Way and Virtue like glue and lacquer, rope and cord, causing the whole world to become confused? (8/13–18)

8.4  A minor confusion changes one’s direction; a major confusion changes one’s nature. How do we know this is so? Ever since the man of Yǒuyú* summoned up benevolence and righteousness to disturb the world, everyone in the world has been rushing about after benevolence and righteousness. Isn’t this exchanging their inherent nature for benevolence and righteousness? So let me try to discuss this. From the Three Dynasties on down, everyone in the world has exchanged their inherent nature for things. Commoners sacrifice themselves for profit; officials sacrifice themselves for reputation; ministers sacrifice themselves for their clan; sages sacrifice themselves for the world. So these various sorts of people have different occupations and distinct titles but in injuring their inherent nature and sacrificing themselves they are identical.

Jack and John, two servant boys, were herding sheep together and both lost their sheep. Ask Jack what happened, and it turns out he was reading from bamboo scrolls.* Ask John what happened, and it turns out he was playing dice. The two had different pastimes but were equivalent in losing their sheep.

Bó Yí* died for reputation at the foot of Mount Shǒu Yáng; Robber Zhí* died for profit on Eastern Ridge. The two died for different reasons but were equivalent in damaging their lives and injuring their inherent nature. Why must we deem Bó Yí right and Robber Zhí wrong? The whole world sacrifices themselves for something. If what they sacrifice themselves for is benevolence and righteousness, by common custom they are called ‘gentlemen’. If what they sacrifice themselves for is goods and wealth, by common custom they are called ‘petty people’. Although their sacrifice is identical, one of them is considered a gentleman, the other a petty person. As to how they damage their lives and lose their nature, Robber Zhí is just like Bó Yí. Why pick out the gentleman from the petty person between them?! (8/18–26)

8.5  What’s more, even if they’re as proficient as Zēng and Shǐ, those who subordinate their nature to benevolence and righteousness are not what I’d call good. Even if they’re as proficient as Yú Ér,* those who subordinate their nature to the five flavours are not what I’d call good. Even if they’re as proficient as Master Kuàng, those who subordinate their nature to the five sounds are not what I’d call acute of hearing. Even if they’re as proficient as Lí Zhū, those who subordinate their nature to the five colours are not what I’d call keen of sight.

What I call good is not benevolence and righteousness but simply excellence in one’s Virtue. What I call good is not what’s called benevolence and righteousness but simply going along with the characteristic features of one’s nature and fate. What I call acute hearing is not being able to hear other things but simply being able to hear oneself. What I call keen sight is not being able to see other things but simply being able to see oneself. To see other things without seeing oneself; to fulfil other things without fulfilling oneself; this is to fulfil what fulfils others without fulfilling what fulfils oneself, doing what suits others while failing to do what suits oneself.* Now in doing what suits others without doing what suits oneself, Robber Zhí or Bó Yí are equally debased. I have a sense of shame before the Way and Virtue, and so I dare not engage in benevolence and righteousness above, while I dare not undertake debased conduct below. (8/26–33)


Book 9

Horses’ Hooves

9.1 Horses’ hooves can tread on frost and snow, their coats can protect against wind and cold; they chomp grass and drink water; lifting their feet, they jump about. This is the genuine nature of horses.* Though they might possess great terraces and fine halls, they would have no use for them.

Then arrives Bó Lè,* saying, ‘I’m good at managing horses’.* He burns them, shaves them, ties them, and brands them; he restrains them with bridles and harnesses and confines them in stables and stalls, until two or three out of ten horses have died. He starves them, lets them go thirsty, races them, prances them, pulls them into line, and makes them run side by side. In front, he harasses them with bit and rein; in back, he threatens them with whip and crop, until over half the horses have died.

The potter says, ‘I’m good at managing clay. The round vessels match the compass; the square ones match the set square’. The carpenter says, ‘I’m good at managing wood. The rounded edges match the curve; the straight ones correspond to the line’.* Now how could it be the inherent nature of clay or wood to match the compass or set square, curve or line? Yet generation after generation praise them, saying, ‘Bó Lè is good at managing horses and the potter and carpenter are good at managing clay and wood’. This too is the mistake of those who govern the world.*

I think someone good at governing the world isn’t like this. The people have a constant nature, weaving for clothing, plowing for food—this is called ‘sharing the same Virtue’.* Unified, without factions; name this ‘heaven’s release’.* (9/1–7)

9.2  So in the age of ultimate Virtue,* their steps were steady, their gaze was unwavering. In that time, there were no paths or tunnels through the mountains, nor boats and bridges through the wetlands. The myriad things lived together, their homes side by side. The birds and beasts flocked together; the grass and trees flourished. Thus birds and beasts could be leashed and led for a stroll; one could climb up to the nest of a crow or magpie and peep in.

In the age of ultimate Virtue, people lived together with the birds and beasts, in kinship with the myriad things. What would they know of prince versus commoner?* Unified in lacking knowledge, they did not depart from their Virtue;* unified in lacking desires, this is called plain, unhewn simplicity. In plain, unhewn simplicity, the people fulfilled their inherent nature.

Then arrived the sages, striving to be benevolent, straining to be righteous, and the world started to have doubts. They indulged in music and nit-picked about ceremonial propriety, and the world started to be divided. So without mutilating the simple, unhewn wood, how could anyone make sacrificial goblets from it? Without shattering the white jade, how could anyone make scepters and batons? Without casting aside the Way and Virtue, how could anyone choose benevolence and righteousness?* Without abandoning our inherent nature and features, how could anyone use ceremonial propriety and music? Without disordering the five colours, how could anyone make brightly hued patterns? Without disordering the five notes, how could anyone tune to the six tones? Mutilating the simple, unhewn wood to make implements was the artisans’ crime. Destroying the Way and Virtue to make benevolence and righteousness was the sages’ mistake. (9/7–14)

9.3  When horses live on the plain, they eat grass and drink the water. When pleased, they cross their necks and rub against each other; when angry, they turn their backs and kick each other. This is all horses know to do. But if they are yoked and lined up with ornaments on their heads, then they know to snap the crossbar, break the yoke, butt the carriage top, spit out the bit, and bite through the reins. So that horses know to misbehave this badly is Bó Lè’s crime. (9/14–16)

9.4  In the time of Hè Xū,* when people were at home, they didn’t know what they were doing; when they went out, they didn’t know where they were going. They enjoyed themselves by chewing on food and amused themselves by drumming on their bellies. This was all people were able to do. Then arrived the sages, rectifying the bodies of all the world with the bowing and crouching of ceremonial propriety and music and comforting the hearts of all the world by hanging benevolence and righteousness up high. Then people started standing on their toes in coveting knowledge* and turning to contend for profit, and this couldn’t be stopped. This too was the sages’ mistake. (9/16–19)


Book 10

Breaking into Chests

10.1a  To guard against thieves who break into chests, search bags, and force open trunks, one must bind them with ropes and cords and secure them with locks and hasps. This is what common custom calls knowledge.* Yet when a big enough thief comes along, he’ll shoulder the trunks, pick up the chests, and sling the bags over a pole and run off, fearing only that the ropes and cords, locks and hasps, aren’t strong enough. So isn’t what we just now called knowledge simply collecting goods for a great thief?

So let’s try to discuss this. Are any of those commonly called knowledgeable not accumulating goods for a great thief? Are any of those commonly called sages not guarding things for a great thief? How would we know this is so?

In the past, neighbouring towns in the state of Qí* were within sight of each other, the sounds of their chickens and dogs within earshot of each other.* The area in which they spread their fishnets and tilled the land was more than two thousand lǐ square. Everywhere within their borders, in erecting ancestral temples or altars to the gods of soil and grain, in governing towns, households, districts, neighbourhoods, villages, and hamlets, when did they ever fail to emulate the sages?! Yet in a single morning Tián Chéngzǐ killed the ruler of Qí and stole his state.* And how could it be only the state he stole?! He stole its institutions of sagely knowledge* together with it. So Tián Chéngzǐ was a robber and thief in name but lived as securely as the sage-kings Yáo or Shùn. Smaller states dared not criticize him; larger states dared not punish him, and his clan held the throne of Qí for twelve generations. So isn’t this just stealing the state of Qí along with its institutions of sagely knowledge and then using them to guard his robbing, thieving self? (10/1–8)

10.1b  Let’s try to discuss this. Are any of those commonly called the most knowledgeable not accumulating goods for a great thief? Are any of those commonly called the highest sages not guarding these goods for a great thief? How would we know this is so?

(In the past, Guān Lóngféng was beheaded, Prince Bǐ Gān had his heart ripped out, Cháng Hóng was torn apart, and Zǐxū was thrown in a river to rot.* The worthiness of these four men did not save them from execution.)*

So a follower of Robber Zhí asked him, ‘Do robbers too have a Way?’ Zhí said, ‘How can you do anything without a Way?* Guessing there’s loot in a house is sageliness; entering first is courage; exiting last is righteousness; knowing whether it can be done is wisdom; dividing the shares equally is benevolence. Without these five, no one in the world could ever become a great robber’.

Looking at things this way, without the Way of the sages, good people cannot stand, while without the Way of the sages, Robber Zhí cannot act. Since there are fewer good people than bad people in the world, the sages benefit the world less than they harm it.* So it’s said, ‘When the lips perish, the teeth get cold’. ‘The wine of Lǔ being thin, Hán Dān was besieged’.* When the sage is born, great robbers arise. Smash and strike the sages, release the robbers and thieves, and the world will start to be well ordered.*

The streams drying up, the valleys empty; the hills being levelled, the depths fill up. After the sages are dead, great robbers will not arise. The world will be at peace, without troubles. If the sages do not die, great robbers will not be stopped. Even if double the number of sages governed the world, this would only double the benefits to Robber Zhí. Institute pecks and bushels to measure things, and he will steal the pecks and bushels along with the rest. Institute scales and balances to weigh things, and he will steal the scales and balances along with the rest. Institute tallies and seals to guarantee things, and he will steal the tallies and seals along with the rest. Institute benevolence and righteousness to rectify things, and he will steal benevolence and righteousness along with the rest.*

How do we know this is so? Those who steal belt buckles are executed, but those who steal a state become feudal lords, and the gates of feudal lords are where benevolence and righteousness are maintained. So isn’t this stealing benevolence, righteousness, and sagely knowledge? So as to those who, following after great robbers, aim to become feudal lords and steal benevolence and righteousness along with the benefits of pecks and bushels, balances and weights, and tallies and seals—even the reward of the carriages and caps of high office cannot motivate them, nor can the threat of the executioner’s axe deter them. This doubling the benefits to Robber Zhí, such that he cannot be deterred, is precisely the sages’ mistake. (10/8–21)

10.1c  So it’s said, ‘Fish shouldn’t be taken from the depths; the beneficial instruments of the state shouldn’t be displayed to people’.* The sages are the most beneficial instruments in the world and so are not something to reveal to the world. So cut off sageliness and cast away knowledge,* and great robbers will be stopped. Throw away the jades, smash the pearls, and petty robbers will not arise. Burn the tallies, break the seals, and the people will be simple and rustic. Tear up the peck-measures, break the scales, and the people will not be contentious.* Wipe out the world’s sagely institutions, and at last it becomes possible to discuss things with the people. Pull apart the pitch-pipes, melt down the flutes, snap the zither strings, plug Blind Kuàng’s ears, and at last the people of the world will preserve their hearing. Destroy patterns and ornaments, scatter the five hues, glue up Lí Zhū’s eyes, and at last the people of the world will preserve their eyesight. Smash and cut the carpenter’s curve and line, discard the compass and set square, break the fingers of Artisan Chuí,* and at last the people of the world will retain their skills. So it’s said, ‘Great skill is like clumsiness’.* Slice off the conduct of Zēng and Shǐ, clamp the mouths of Yáng and Mò,* discard benevolence and righteousness, and at last the Virtue of all the world will come together in profound unity.* When people preserve their eyesight, the world will no longer be dazzled. When people preserve their hearing, the world will no longer be burdened. When people preserve their knowledge, the world will no longer be confused. When people preserve their Virtue, the world will no longer be deviant. Zēng and Shǐ, Yáng and Mò, Master Kuàng, Artisan Chuí, and Lí Zhū were all people who made an outward display of their Virtue, dazzling and disrupting the world—what the apt approach rejects as useless. (10/21–9)

10.2a  Don’t you know about the age of ultimate Virtue?* In the past, under the houses of Róng Chéng, Dà Tíng, Bó Huáng, Zhōng Yāng, Lì Lù, Lí Xù, Xuān Yuán, Hè Xū, Zūn Lú, Zhù Róng, Fú Xī, and the Divine Farmer,* in those times, the people used knotted cords to keep records and found their food tasty, their clothes beautiful, their customs pleasant, and their homes secure. Neighbouring states were within sight of each other, the sounds of their chickens and dogs within earshot of each other, yet people died of old age without travelling back and forth between them.* Such an era was simply one of perfect order.* Now something’s happened to make people crane their necks and stand on tiptoe, saying, ‘In such-and-such a place there’s a worthy master’. They pack up provisions and rush to him, at home abandoning their parents and in society deserting the service of their ruler, their footprints connecting across the boundaries of the various lords, their carriage tracks crisscrossing over thousands of miles. So this is the fault of superiors who covet knowledge.* (10/29–34)

10.2b  If superiors indeed covet knowledge yet lack the Way, the world will fall into great disorder.* How do we know this is so? If there is much knowledge of bows, crossbows, nets, stringed arrows, and traps, birds are disordered in the sky. If there is much knowledge of hooks, bait, nets, and basket-traps, the fish are disordered in the water. If there is much knowledge of pitfalls, nets, snares, and traps, the animals are disordered in the woods. If there are many twists and turns in cunning and deception, in mixing up the ‘hard’ and ‘white’, and in distorting the ‘same’ and ‘different’, then the common people are perplexed by disputation.* So whenever the world is in great disorder, the fault lies in coveting knowledge.

So all the world know to seek what they don’t know but no one knows to seek what they already know; all know to disapprove what they deem bad but no one knows to disapprove what they already deem good; and thus great disorder arises. So they turn against the brightness of the sun and moon above, consume the vitality of the mountains and rivers below, and disrupt the process of the four seasons in between. Nothing fails to lose its inherent nature—not even the tiniest of wriggling worms or flying bugs. This is how seriously coveting knowledge disorders the world! From the Three Dynasties on down it’s been like this, neglecting the grassroots people while delighting in fawning flatterers, setting aside the tranquil serenity of non-action while delighting in chattering thoughts—all this chatter has thrown the world into disorder! (10/34–41)


Book 11

Leave It in Its Place

11.1  I’ve heard of leaving the world in its place; I’ve never heard of governing it. You leave it as it is for fear the people of the world will corrupt their inherent nature; you leave it in its place for fear they will alter their Virtue. If all the world neither corrupt their nature nor alter their Virtue, is there such a thing as governing the world?

Long ago, when the sage Yáo governed the world, he made the world glad and gleeful, people delighting in their nature—this was failing to be tranquil. When the tyrant Jié governed the world, he made the world weary and exhausted, people suffering from their nature—this was failing to be happy. Not being tranquil, not being happy—these are contrary to Virtue. Nothing in the world can be contrary to Virtue yet last long.

Are people greatly joyful? They will injure the yáng energy. Are they greatly angry? They will injure the yīn. If both yáng and yīn are injured, the four seasons won’t arrive promptly, and hot and cold will not attain harmony. Won’t this in turn harm people’s bodies? If people’s feelings of delight and anger are out of place, or they are unable to settle down in their living arrangements, fulfil their plans, or reach their goals, then the world starts to become pretentious and perverse, and only then does conduct like that of Robber Zhí or Zēng and Shǐ appear.* Then even if you apply the whole world to reward the good or punish the bad, it won’t be enough to change their conduct—and so even the whole world in its vastness isn’t enough to make rewards and punishments work. From the Three Dynasties* on down, people have perpetually been noisily occupied with rewards and punishments. What leisure have they for settling at ease in the characteristic features of their nature and fate?*

Moreover, do they delight in eyesight? This is to be corrupted by beauty. Do they delight in hearing? This is to be corrupted by sounds. Do they delight in benevolence? This is to disorder Virtue. Do they delight in righteousness? This is to contradict the patterns of things. Do they delight in ceremonial propriety? This is to contribute to artifice. Do they delight in music? This is to contribute to debauchery. Do they delight in sageliness? This is to contribute to artfulness. Do they delight in knowledge? This is to contribute to fault-finding. If all the world rest at ease in the features of their nature and fate, it doesn’t matter whether these eight are preserved or not, but if all the world do not rest at ease in the features of their nature and fate, these eight start to constrict, pressure, and disorder the world, while the world starts to honour and cherish them—how extremely confused the world is! By no means will these matters simply pass by and go away. Indeed, people undertake fasts and austerities before discussing them, kneel in their place in order to present them, and drum and sing as they dance to them*—what can we do about such things?

So if the gentleman-prince has no choice but to oversee the world, nothing is better than non-action. Attain non-action,* and you will settle at ease in the features of your nature and fate. So if someone values their own person more than managing the world, the world can be entrusted to them; if they care about their own person more than managing the world, the world can be consigned to them.* So if the gentleman-prince can avoid having his five organs fall apart or overexerting his hearing and eyesight, presenting a dragon-like appearance while at rest being as still as a corpse, speaking with a voice of thunder from the silence of the depths,* following along with heaven at the promptings of his spirit, composed in non-action while the myriad things are to him like smoke rising in the air, then what leisure will we have for governing the world? (11/1–16)

11.2  Cuī Qū asked Lǎo Dān, ‘Without governing the world, how do we make people’s minds good?’ Lǎo Dān said, ‘Take care not to disrupt people’s minds. People’s minds can be pressed down or pushed up, but this up and down imprisons and kills them. Gentle and fine, they bend to the hard and strong, yet their edges can cut and carve. Their heat is like scorching fire; their cold is like solid ice. They are so swift that in the interval between glancing up and down, they have twice swept out beyond the four seas and back. At rest, they are deep and still; in movement, they hang high in the sky. Proud and arrogant, they cannot be tied down—surely this is how people’s minds are!’ (11/16–19)

11.3  Long ago the Yellow Emperor started to disrupt people’s minds with benevolence and righteousness. Yáo and Shùn then worked the flesh off their thighs and the hair off their calves to nurture the bodies of everyone in the world. They distressed their five organs undertaking benevolence and righteousness and expended their blood and breath to specify standards and measures. Yet there were still some who didn’t submit, and so Yáo exiled Huān Dōu to Mount Chóng, drove the Sānmiáo tribes to Sānwéi, and banished Gònggōng to Yōudū. This amounts to a failure to make the world submit.

These practices continued until the time of the kings of the Three Dynasties, and the world was in utter turmoil. Among the lowest were the tyrant Jié and Robber Zhí; among the highest were the paragons Zēng and Shǐ, and finally the Ruists and Mohists arose. At this, the delighted and the angry doubted each other; the ignorant and the wise deceived each other; the good and the bad criticized each other; the spurious and the reliable mocked each other; and the world declined. Great Virtue was no longer unified, and people’s nature and fate fell into disarray. The world began to covet knowledge and the common people engaged in contention. Then axes and saws were introduced to sanction them, the line and ink to control them, and the hammer and chisel to execute them.* The world was overrun by utter disorder, and the fault lay in disrupting people’s minds. So the worthy dwelt in hiding below great mountains and rugged cliffs, while lords of a myriad chariots trembled with anxiety in their ancestral halls above.

In the present age, the bodies of the executed lie piled up on each other, convicts in stocks and cangues bump up against each other, and sufferers of judicial mutilation are constantly within sight of each other, and yet the Ruists and Mohists strut about waving their arms among the fettered and manacled.* Ah, this is too much! Their arrogance and shamelessness are beyond belief. I wonder whether sagely knowledge amounts to the bars that fasten the stocks and cangues, whether benevolence and righteousness are actually the sockets and pins that lock the fetters and manacles? How do we know Zēng and Shǐ are not the whistling arrows that mark the coming of the tyrant Jié and the robber Zhí? So it’s said, ‘Cut off sageliness and cast away knowledge,* and the world will be well governed’. (11/19–28)

11.4  The Yellow Emperor had been established as the Son of Heaven for nineteen years, his commands carried out across the world, when he heard that Master Guǎng Chéng* was living at Mount Empty Cavern, so he went to see him and said, ‘I’ve heard that you, sir, have mastered the ultimate Way. I venture to ask about the quintessence* of the ultimate Way. I want to take the quintessence of heaven and earth to nurture the five grains and provide for the people. I also want to manage yīn and yáng to conform to the needs of the various living creatures. How do I do this?’

Master Guǎng Chéng said, ‘What you want to ask about is the substance of things; what you want to manage is merely the residue of things. Ever since you have governed the world, it rains before the clouds and mist gather, leaves fall from the grasses and trees before turning yellow, and the light of the sun and moon have become increasingly gloomy. You have the shallow mind of an ingratiating toady—how could you be fit for me to explain the ultimate Way?’

The Yellow Emperor withdrew, gave up his empire, built an isolated cabin, put down a mat of white grass, and lived there on retreat for three months. Then again he went to ask for instruction. Master Guǎng Chéng was lying down facing south.* The Yellow Emperor crawled forward on his knees from below, bowed twice, touching his head to the ground, and asked, ‘I have heard that you, sir, have mastered the ultimate Way. I venture to ask, how should one manage oneself so as to live long?’

Master Guǎng Chéng suddenly got up and said, ‘Excellent question! Come! I will tell you about the ultimate Way.

‘The quintessence of the ultimate Way:
Obscure, obscure; dark, dark.
The limits of the ultimate Way:
Dim, dim; silent, silent.*
Don’t look, don’t listen;
Enfold your spirit in stillness,
The body will correct itself.
Be still, be clear;
Don’t labour your body;
Don’t agitate your vitality;
And then you can live long.
Let your eyes see nothing,
Your ears hear nothing,
Your mind know nothing.
Your spirit will guard your body, and
The body will live long.
Take care of what is within you;
Close off what is outside you.
Too much knowledge makes for failure.


‘I’ve now led you up to the great brilliance, arriving at the source of ultimate yáng; I’ve also led you through the gate of obscure darkness, arriving at the source of ultimate yīn.*

Heaven and earth have their offices,
yīn and yáng their storehouses;*
carefully guard your own person,
and things will grow strong of themselves.


I dwell in harmony by guarding the One, and so I have cultivated myself for twelve hundred years without my body decaying’.

The Yellow Emperor bowed twice, touching his head to the ground, and said, ‘Master Guǎng Chéng can be called heaven itself’.

Master Guǎng Chéng said, ‘Come! I will tell you. This thing we’ve been talking about is infinite, yet people all assume it has an end. This thing is immeasurable, yet people all assume it has a limit. Among those who attain my Way, the highest may become an emperor, the lowest a king; among those who fail to attain it, the highest will see the light above, but the lowest will become the soil below. Now all the various thriving creatures are born from the soil and return to the soil. So I will leave you and enter the gate of the infinite to wander in the limitless wilds.

I will join in the light of the sun and moon and the constancy of  heaven and earth.

Of what accords with me, I’ll remain in the dark; of what  distances itself, unaware.

Others will all die, while I alone survive!’ (11/28–44)

11.5  Cloud General wandered east, passing the branches of the giant Fú Yáo tree, where he happened to meet Vast Ignorance. Vast Ignorance was just then amusing himself by slapping his thighs and hopping about like a sparrow. Cloud General saw him, came to a sudden halt, and, standing motionless, said ‘Old man, who are you? Why are you doing this?’

Without interrupting his thigh-slapping and sparrow-hopping, Vast Ignorance said, ‘I’m amusing myself’.

Cloud General said, ‘I’d like to ask you a question’.

Vast Ignorance looked up, saw Cloud General, and said, ‘Hmph!’

Cloud General said, ‘The vital breath of heaven is in disharmony; the vital breath of earth is disturbed; the six vapours are in discord; the four seasons are disordered. Now I want to blend the quintessence of the six vapours to nurture all living things. How can I do this?’

Slapping his thighs, hopping like a sparrow, Vast Ignorance turned his head away and said, ‘I don’t know. I don’t know’. So Cloud General failed to get an answer to his question.

Three years later, he went wandering east again. Passing the wilds of Yǒusòng, he happened to meet Vast Ignorance. Cloud General was greatly delighted. He rushed forward and said, ‘Heavenly master, have you forgotten me? Heavenly master, have you forgotten me?’ He bowed twice, touching his head to the ground, hoping that Vast Ignorance would instruct him.

Vast Ignorance said,

‘Drifting and wandering, I know not what I seek.
Heedlessly rambling, I know not where I go.
Wandering about without depending on anything,
I observe what has no end.
What would I know?’


Cloud General said, ‘I take myself to be heedlessly rambling, but the people follow me wherever I go. I have no choice but to deal with them. Now as to how to direct the people, I hope to hear a word of advice’.

Vast Ignorance said, ‘Disorder the warp of heaven, defy the facts of things, and profound heaven will not let matters come to completion. Scatter the animal herds, and birds will all cry at night, the disaster reaching the grass and trees, the misfortune reaching even the insects. Hmph! The error of governing people’.

Cloud General said, ‘So what should I do?’

Vast Ignorance said, ‘Ah, what poison! Quick! Off with you!’

Cloud General said, ‘It was difficult for me to meet with you, heavenly master. Let me hear one word of advice’.

Vast Ignorance said, ‘Hm. Nurture your mind. Simply dwell in non-action, and things will transform of themselves. Let your torso and limbs fall away, expel hearing and vision, forget about relations and things, and wholly identify with the vast boundlessness. Release your mind and free your spirit, becoming indifferent and soulless. The myriad things flourish and abound, each returning to its root.* Each returns to its root without knowing it, their entire lives never separating from murky, formless primal chaos. For them to know of it is to separate from it.* Ask not its name, nor try to discern its features. Things will indeed arise of themselves’.

Cloud General said, ‘Heavenly master, you’ve bestowed Virtue on me and revealed to me the silence. I myself have been seeking this and now have found it’. He bowed twice, touching his head to the ground, arose, bid farewell, and went off. (11/44–57)

11.6a  The common people of the world are all delighted when others are the same as them and hate it when others are different from them. Wanting others to be the same as oneself and not wanting them to be different from oneself both follow from an attitude of wanting to be superior to the crowd.* But when did an attitude of wanting to be superior to the crowd ever lead someone to actually be superior to the crowd? Relying on the crowd to feel secure in what you’ve learned is no match for the know-how of the crowd.* (11/57–9)

11.6b  And so those who wish to manage someone’s state are people who grasp only the benefits to the Three Kings* without seeing the troubles. This is to gamble with someone’s state,* and what are the odds of gambling with someone’s state and not losing it? The chances of preserving the state are less than one in ten thousand; the chances of losing the state are more than ten thousand to one. How pathetic that those who possess lands don’t know this!

Now those who possess lands possess a great thing indeed. Those who possess a great thing mustn’t be mere things. They thing without being things; that’s why they can thing things.* If a person understands that someone who things things is not a thing, how could he merely govern the world and the common people?! He could travel in and out of the six realms of the cosmos, wandering across the nine regions, going alone and returning alone—this is called ‘solitary existence’.* A person who attains solitary existence is called ‘the highest nobility’. (11/59–63)

11.6c  The teachings of the Great Person*—when questioned, they respond to the fullest of their ability, matching with the world perfectly, like a shadow to a body or an echo to a sound. They rest in the soundless, move in the directionless; they lead you throngs of people bustling back and forth to wander in the endless. They come and go without relying on anything, renewed each day without beginning. Their face and frame merge with the Great Identity; assimilating to the Great Identity, they have no self;* having no self, how could they recognize the existence of things?* Those who perceive existence are the gentlemen of old; those who perceive non-existence are friends to heaven and earth. (11/63–6)

11.7* What are lowly but must be followed are things. What are humble but must be responded to are the people. What are hidden but must be managed are affairs. What are rough but must be set out are standards. What is far but must be abided in is righteousness. What is near but must be broadened is benevolence. What restrains yet must be built up is ceremonial propriety. What is centred but must be elevated is Virtue. What is a unity yet must change is the Way. What has spirit but must be undertaken is heaven.*

So the sage observes heaven without assisting it; finds completion in Virtue without becoming encumbered; comes forth from the Way without planning; accords with benevolence without relying on it; approaches righteousness without building up; conforms to ceremonial propriety without avoiding it; takes on affairs without declining them; complies with standards without disorder; relies on the people without taking them lightly; and follows along with things without abandoning them. No thing is worth acting for, yet one cannot do without acting for them.

Those who do not understand heaven will not be pure in Virtue; those who have not mastered the Way have no path by which to go on. Pathetic indeed are those who do not understand the Way.

What is the Way? There is the Way of heaven; there is the Way of humanity. To nobly take no action—this is the Way of heaven; to burden oneself by taking action—this is the Way of humanity. The ruler pairs with the Way of heaven; the subject with the Way of humanity.* The Way of heaven and the Way of humanity are far apart indeed—this is something we mustn’t fail to examine. (11/66–74)


Book 12

Heaven and Earth

12.1  Although heaven and earth are great, they transform all the same; although the myriad things are many, there is a unity to their good order; although humanity is a multitude, their ruler is a single prince. The prince finds his source in Virtue and his completion in heaven. So it’s said: Those who ruled over the world in dark antiquity undertook no action but simply relied on heavenly Virtue.* Apply the Way to examine speech, and all the names in the world will be correct;* apply the Way to examine roles, and the duties of prince and ministers will be clear; apply the Way to examine abilities, and all the officials in the world will be in good order; apply the Way to observe everything there is, and you will be well prepared to respond to the myriad things.

So Virtue is what connects through heaven and earth;* the Way is what proceeds among the myriad things; work is how superiors govern people; skills are a matter of ability possessing technique. Skills are part of work; work is part of duty; duties are part of Virtue; Virtue is part of the Way; and the Way is part of heaven. So it’s said: the ancients who nurtured the world had no desires, and so the world had enough; they took no action, and so the myriad things transformed; they were as still as the depths, and so the common people were settled.* A record says, ‘Connect with the One,* and a myriad affairs will be complete; have no mind for gain, and ghosts and spirits will submit to you’. (12/1–6)

12.2  The master said:* ‘The Way covers and bears up the myriad things, as immense as a vast ocean. The gentleman mustn’t fail to hollow out his heart to receive it.

‘Practicing it without taking action is called heaven;* speaking of it without taking action is called Virtue; caring about others and benefiting creatures is called benevolence; assimilating what is different is called vast wholeness;* not attempting to stand out in one’s conduct is called tolerance; there being a myriad differences is called wealth. So to maintain Virtue is called discipline; one’s Virtue being complete is called being established; conforming to the Way is called being complete; not allowing things to frustrate one’s aims is called wholeness.

‘If the gentleman understands these ten, then immense indeed will be the scope of how he nurtures the mind, profuse indeed how he flows along with the myriad things. Someone like this leaves the gold hidden in the mountains, the pearls in the depths. He sees no profit in goods and property and doesn’t pursue status and wealth. He is not pleased by longevity or grieved by premature death. He takes no glory in success nor shame in poverty. He does not take the profits of all the world as his own personal share, nor take ruling over the world as a display of his personal eminence. To be eminent is to understand that the myriad things form a single storehouse and that life and death are the same whole’.* (12/6–12)

12.3  The master said: ‘The Way—how deep it dwells! How clear its purity! Without it, bells and chimes have no means to sound. So though bells and chimes have voices, if they are not struck, they don’t sound. The myriad things—who can settle them?!*

‘The person of kingly Virtue proceeds in simplicity and is ashamed to be conversant in affairs. He takes his stand in the original source and his understanding connects with the spirits. So his Virtue is broad and his mind issues forth only when things rouse it. So without the Way, one’s body is not alive; without Virtue, life is not sentient. To preserve one’s body, fulfil one’s life, establish Virtue, and manifest the Way—is this not kingly Virtue? Vast and immense, suddenly emerging, bursting into action, the myriad things following him—this is what’s called a person of kingly Virtue.

‘He looks into the murky darkness and listens in the silence. Within the murky darkness, he alone sees the dawn; within the silence, he alone hears the harmony. So in the deepest depths he can identify things; among the most refined of spirits, he can grasp what is purest. So in his contact with the myriad things, from nothing at all he provides for their needs, amid the rush of time, he provides a place to settle, for the large or small, long or short, near or far’. (12/12–18)

12.4  The Yellow Emperor wandered north of Redwater, climbed the hills of Kūnlún, and gazed south. On the trip home, he lost his mysterious pearl. He sent Knowledge to search for it, but he didn’t find it. He sent sharp-eyed Lí Zhū to search for it, but he didn’t find it. He sent the clever disputer Chī Gòu to search for it, but Chī Gòu didn’t find it. So then he sent Signless, who found it. The Yellow Emperor said, ‘How odd! It was Signless who was able to find it!’ (12/18–20)

12.5  Yáo’s teacher was Xǔ Yóu, Xǔ Yóu’s teacher was Gaptooth; Gaptooth’s teacher was Wáng Ní; Wáng Ní’s teacher was Master Reedcoat.*

Yáo asked Xǔ Yóu, ‘Can Gaptooth be the companion of heaven?* I can get Wáng Ní to invite him [to become the sovereign]’.

Xǔ Yóu said, ‘That would put the whole world in terrible danger! Gaptooth is the sort of person who is intelligent and brilliant, quick-witted and clever. His natural talents surpass others’, and accordingly he imposes the human on what he receives from heaven. He is discerning about how to forbid wrongdoing but doesn’t understand what produces wrongdoing. Make him the companion of heaven? He will ride along with the human while neglecting heaven,* taking himself as the basis while differentiating everything else as secondary, exalting knowledge while rushing about as if on fire. He will become a slave to trivial matters, bound up by things; he will urgently look around, reacting to things, responding to various matters, constantly influenced by things without any consistency. How could he be fit to be the companion of heaven?

‘Still, every clan has its head. He could be the father of one group but not the father of the fathers of many groups.* His sort of governing would only lead to disorder—it would be a disaster for those serving the ruler and a harm to the ruler himself’. (12/20–6)

12.6  Yáo was sightseeing in Huá. The border warden of Huá said, ‘Ah! A sage! Allow me to offer blessings for the sage. May the sage have a long life!’

Yáo said, ‘No, thanks’.

‘May the sage have wealth!’

Yáo said, ‘No, thanks’.

‘May the sage have many sons!’

Yáo said, ‘No, thanks’.

The warden said, ‘Longevity, wealth, and many sons are what all people want. Why do you alone not want them?’

Yáo said, ‘Many sons bring many fears. Wealth brings many affairs to attend to. Longevity brings much humiliation. These three things are not how to nurture Virtue. So I decline them’.

The warden said, ‘At first I took you to be a sage. Now it turns out you are merely a gentleman. In giving birth to the myriad people, heaven always assigns them various duties. If you have many sons and assign them duties, what is there to fear? If you have wealth and share it with others, what affairs are there to attend to?

‘The sage is like a quail in having no fixed dwelling and a fledgling in eating whatever is given.

They move like a bird through the air, leaving no trace.

When the Way prevails in the world,* they flourish together with all things;

When the Way is neglected by the world, they cultivate Virtue in retirement.

If after a thousand years they tire of the world,

They leave it behind to ascend as an immortal,

Riding the white clouds up to the village of the gods.

Since the three troubles* never occur and they never encounter misfortune — what humiliation do they have?’

The border warden left him. Yáo followed him and said, ‘May I ask you something?’ The warden said, ‘Get lost!’ (12/26–33)

12.7  When Yáo governed the world, Bóchéng Zǐgāo was enfeoffed as one of the various lords. Yáo passed the throne to Shùn, and Shùn passed it to Yǔ. Bóchéng Zǐgāo relinquished his fief and turned to farming. When Yǔ went to see him, he was plowing in the fields. Yǔ rushed forward humbly, stood before him, and asked, ‘Long ago, when Yáo governed the world, he enfeoffed you, sir, as a regional lord. Yáo passed the throne to Shùn, Shùn passed it to me, and you, sir, relinquished your fief to become a farmer. May I ask the reason?’

Zǐgāo said, ‘Long ago, when Yáo governed the world, the people felt encouraged to do good even without rewards and feared doing bad even without punishments. Now you reward and punish yet the people are not benevolent. From this, Virtue will decline and mutilating punishments will arise. The disorder of future ages starts from this. Sir, why don’t you leave? Don’t interrupt my work’. He put his head down and continued his plowing without looking back. (12/33–7)

12.8  In the Supreme Beginning there was non-existence, without existence or name.* From this non-existence arose a unity; the unity existed yet was unformed.* What things obtain by which they live is called Virtue.* What is unformed being divided yet still not separating is called fate.* When things arise from stillness and movement and come to completion according to the patterns of life, this is called physical form. When particular physical forms contain spirit, each having their own standards and norms, this is called inherent nature.* By cultivating the nature, one returns to Virtue, and through Virtue one attains identity with the Beginning. In identity, one is empty; through emptiness, one is vast. One merges with the chirping and singing; merging with the chirping and singing, one merges with heaven and earth. The merging dissolves into obscurity, as if stupid, as if muddled—this is called profound Virtue, or assimilating with the vast flow.* (12/37–41)

12.9  The master asked Lǎo Dān, ‘Some people practice the Way as if it were competitive disputation, deeming the unallowable allowable and the not-so so. The disputers have a saying: “Separate the hard and white just like time and space”.* Can someone like this be called a sage?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘This person is a petty functionary bound by his craft, labouring his body and stressing his mind.* The dog that can catch foxes is put on a leash; the monkey’s agility gets it brought down from the mountain forests. Qiū,* I’ll tell you what you’re unable to hear and unable to speak. Those who have heads and feet but no mind or ears are many, but no one at all has physical form yet coexists with what has no form or shape. Their movement and stillness, their life and death, their rise and fall—none of this is something they control.* What can be practiced lies in the realm of the human.* To forget about things, to forget about heaven, the name for this is forgetting oneself. People who forget themselves can be said to enter heaven’. (12/41–5)

12.10  Jiānglǘ Miǎn went to see Jì Chè and said, ‘The lord of Lǔ asked me to instruct him. I tried to decline, but he wouldn’t allow it. Having offered him instruction, I don’t know whether it was on the mark or not. Please let me present it to you. I told the lord of Lǔ, “You must strive to be reverent and modest while promoting the impartial and loyal without favouritism or bias. Then who among the people will dare not conform?”’*

Jì Chè laughed aloud and said, ‘Compared to the Virtue of emperors and kings, a teaching such as yours is like the praying mantis that angrily waved its arms to stop a speeding carriage. It’s surely not up to the task. If he does as you say, he will put himself in danger, fill his palace with all sorts of trivial affairs, and attract a crowd of opportunists’.

Shocked, Jiānglǘ Miǎn said, ‘I’m stunned by what you’ve said. Still, I hope you can explain the drift of it’.

Jì Chè said, ‘When a great sage governs the world,* he stirs up the people’s hearts such that they fulfil the teachings and reform their customs, fully extinguish their malicious attitudes, and all advance towards their individual aims. All this happens just as if they were acting from their inherent nature itself, the people not knowing whence it is so. Someone like this—why would he bother emulating the sage-kings Yáo and Shùn in instructing the people, like an ignorant little brother following his older brothers? He would only guide the people to join in shared Virtue, letting their hearts abide in it’. (12/45–52)

12.11a  Zǐgòng travelled south to Chǔ, and as he was returning through Jìn, he passed the south bank of the Hàn River and saw an old man working in his vegetable garden. The man had dug a tunnel into a well, from which he emerged carrying jugs that he then poured on the crops. Struggling and straining, he expended much effort but accomplished little. Zǐgòng said, ‘There is a machine for this that irrigates a hundred fields in a single day. It requires very little effort but accomplishes much. Don’t you want one, sir?’

The gardener looked up at him and said, ‘How does it work?’

‘It’s a mechanism carved from wood that’s heavy in the back and light in the front. It picks up the water as if scooping it out, as fast as if it were boiling over. The name for it is a well sweep’.

The gardener flushed with anger and laughed. ‘I’ve heard from my teacher that those who have crafty machines are bound to have crafty affairs, while those who have crafty affairs are bound to have crafty hearts. When a crafty heart is present in the chest, one’s purity is lost; when the purity is lost, one’s spirit and life become unsettled. The Way does not sustain those whose spirit and life are unsettled. It’s not that I don’t know about it but that I’m ashamed to make one’.

Zǐgòng bowed his head in embarrassment and did not reply. After a while, the gardener asked, ‘What do you do?’

‘I’m a disciple of Confucius’.

The gardener said, ‘Aren’t you one of those who studies widely to imitate the sages, pretentiously looks down at the crowd, and sits alone strumming sad songs to sell your reputation to the world? If you would forget about your spirit-breath and let your body fall away, you’d be close. You can’t even put yourself in good order, so what leisure have you to put the world in order?* Go away and don’t interrupt my work’. (12/52–60)

12.11b  Zǐgòng turned pale in humiliation. Agitated and uneasy, he walked thirty miles before he recovered.

His disciple said, ‘What did that man just now do? Why, sir, did you change expression and turn pale, not recovering your self-composure for the whole day?’

‘At first, I took it that there was only one outstanding man in the world. I didn’t know there was also this man. I learned from my master Confucius that in affairs one should seek what is feasible, in results one should seek success, and so the Way of the sages is to expend as little effort as possible while accomplishing as much as possible. Only this man now is different. Those who grasp the Way are whole in Virtue; those whole in Virtue are whole in body; those whole in body are whole in spirit. To be whole in spirit is the Way of the sages.

‘He throws in his lot to walk alongside the common people without knowing where he goes—oblivious in complete purity! Accomplishment, profit, craftiness, and cunning are always absent from this man’s mind. Someone like this doesn’t go anywhere he doesn’t intend or do anything he doesn’t have a mind to do. Even if all the world praise him and get what he says, he aloofly disregards them; if all the world blame him and fail to get what he says, he indifferently ignores them. The praise and blame of the world amounting to no gain or loss for him—this is a person of whole Virtue indeed! I on the other hand am someone driven about by the wind and waves’. (12/60–7)

12.11c  Zǐgòng returned to Lǔ and told Confucius about it.* Confucius said, ‘He is someone who cultivates the arts of Primal Chaos. He recognizes only the oneness in things, not distinctions between them, and manages the inward without bothering with the outward.* Now someone who wanders through the everyday world understanding purity while joining in plainness, taking no action while returning to simplicity, embodying their nature while preserving their spirit—does that really shock you so much? As to the arts of Primal Chaos, how are you and I fit to understand them?!’ (12/67–9)

12.12  Earnest Muddle was going east to the Grand Ravine when he happened to encounter Gentle Breeze by the shore of the East Sea. Gentle Breeze said, ‘Where are you going?’ He said, ‘I’m going to the Grand Ravine’. ‘What will you do there?’ ‘The Grand Ravine is something that can be poured into without filling and drawn from without running dry.* I’m going to wander about there’.

Gentle Breeze said, ‘Have you no thoughts for level-eyed people?* I wish to hear about sagely governance’.

Earnest Muddle said, ‘Sagely governance? Offices are performed only as suitable; officials are appointed only according to their abilities. Actions are taken only having thoroughly looked into the factual situation. The ruler undertakes his own conduct and speech and all the world are transformed.* Wherever his hand gestures and gaze is directed, people from the four quarters all come. This is called sagely governance’.*

‘I wish to hear about the person of Virtue’.

‘The person of Virtue dwells without thought and acts without deliberation, without storing up judgements about what is right or wrong, fine or vile. They consider it delightful to jointly benefit all within the four seas; they are at ease jointly providing for all. They are distressed, like an infant that has lost its mother; muddled, like a traveller who has lost their way. They have more than enough wealth without knowing where it comes from; they have enough food and drink without knowing where they get it. This is the profile of the person of Virtue’.

‘I wish to hear about the spirit-person’.

‘Their spirit ascends, riding the light, while with their physical form they vanish. This is called illuminating the vastness. They carry out their destiny and fulfil their nature. They take pleasure in heaven and earth, and the myriad affairs fade away as the myriad things return to their characteristic features. This is called fading into dark obscurity’. (12/69–77)

12.13  Ghostless Gate and Redspread Fullcheck were observing the army of King Wǔ.* Redspread Fullcheck said, ‘He is no match for the man of Yǒuyú!* That’s why he has run into all this trouble’.

Ghostless Gate said, ‘Was the world uniformly in good order when Yǒuyú came along to put it in order? Or was it in disorder before he put it in order?’*

Redspread Fullcheck said, ‘If the aim is for all the world to be uniformly in good order, why consider getting Yǒuyú to do it? Yǒuyú’s treatment of the sores was like putting a wig on a bald person or seeking a doctor only once you’re sick. A sage would be ashamed of the haggard expression on a filial son as he prepares medicine to treat his loving father.*

‘In the age of ultimate Virtue,* they don’t promote the worthy or employ the capable.* Those above are like the high branches of a tree;* the people are like wild deer. They are upright without knowing to deem this righteous; they care about each other without knowing to deem this benevolent; they are sincere without knowing to deem this loyal; they do what is appropriate without knowing to deem this reliable. They instinctively wriggle about helping each other without deeming this kindness.* Thus their actions leave no tracks, their deeds no records’. (12/77–83)

12.14  The filial son does not flatter his parents; the loyal minister does not fawn on his prince—these are the best ministers and sons. If a son takes everything his parents say to be right and everything they do to be good, common opinion considers him an unworthy son. If a minister takes everything his prince says to be right and everything he does to be good, common opinion considers him an unworthy minister. But I wonder if this must be so. If someone affirms everything common opinion says is so and approves of everything common opinion says is good, no one calls the person a fawning flatterer. So is common opinion more dignified than one’s parents and more honoured than one’s prince?

Call someone a fawner, and they flush with anger; call someone a flatterer, and they boil with rage—even though they’ve been a fawner and flatterer their whole lives. Such people marshal analogies and embellish rhetoric to win over the crowd, but from start to finish, root to branch, never admit their faults. Through the hang of their robes, the colours they wear, and their gestures and expressions they ingratiate themselves with the age without considering themselves sycophants. They follow along with ordinary people, sharing their judgements of right and wrong, without considering themselves one of the crowd—it’s the height of foolishness. Someone who recognizes their own foolishness is not the biggest fool; someone who recognizes their own confusion is not the most confused. The most confused person never figures things out; the biggest fool never wises up. If three people are walking along and one is confused, they can still reach their destination, because the confused are in the minority. If two of them are confused, they’ll wear themselves out without arriving, because the confused are in the majority. Nowadays the whole world is confused. Even if I indicate the direction, they can’t find it.* Isn’t it sad?!

Great music has no effect on villagers’ ears, but if you play ‘Break the Willow’ or ‘Bright Flowers’, they laugh aloud in delight. Thus lofty words don’t stay in the minds of the crowd. The finest words don’t stand out, because common sayings are in the majority. With two travellers dragging their heels in confusion,* the group won’t reach their destination; so nowadays, with all the world in confusion, even if I indicate the right direction, how could they possibly find it? Knowing they can’t find it yet insisting on it is yet more confusion. So it’d be best to set it aside and not push it. If you don’t push it, who will be troubled?

The leper who gives birth in the middle of the night rushes to fetch a torch to have a look at the child, anxiously fearing only that it will resemble her. (12/83–95)

12.15  The hundred-year-old tree is chopped up to make sacrificial vessels decorated with blue and yellow, while the cut up scraps are thrown in a ditch. There’s a difference between the beauty of the sacrificial vessels and the ugliness of the scraps in the ditch, but in losing their inherent nature they are identical. There’s a difference in the extent to which Robber Zhí and the moral paragons Zēng and Shǐ practice righteousness, but in losing their inherent nature they are equal.

There are five ways to lose our inherent nature. First, the five colours disorder the eyes so that they are not acute. Second, the five sounds disorder the ears so that they are not keen. Third, the five scents obstruct the nose, clogging the sinuses. Fourth, the five flavours pollute the mouth so that it loses the sense of taste. Fifth, preferences and aversions disrupt the mind so that the inherent nature becomes volatile. These five are all harms to life, yet the Yangists and Mohists* go strutting about arrogantly, taking themselves to have got it.* This is not what I call getting it. If getting it brings trouble, can that be getting it? Then the dove or owl in a cage can be also considered to have got it. Moreover, preferences and aversions, sounds and sights, barricade them off within, while leather caps, feather hats, and an official’s baton stuck in their sash bind them without. Inside they are stuffed full of barricades and fences; outside they are bound in layers of rope; yet brightly from within the layers of rope they consider themselves to have got it. Then this is to hold that convicts with their arms bound together and fingers in a thumbscrew and the tiger or leopard in a cage can also be considered to have got it. (12/95–102)


Book 13

Heaven’s Way

13.1 Heaven’s Way works without interruption,* and so the myriad things are brought to completion. The emperor’s Way works without interruption, and so all the world turns to him. The sages’ Way works without interruption and so all within the seas follow it. Someone who understands heaven, comprehends the sages, and manifests the Virtue of emperors and kings across the six directions and four seasons is one who, in their own actions, unknowingly never ceases to be still.

The stillness of the sages—it’s not that they claim that stillness is good and so are still. It’s that none of the myriad things are enough to disturb their mind and so they are still. If water is still, it clearly reflects one’s beard and eyebrows and is so perfectly level that the greatest artisans take their standard from it. The stillness of water being this clear, how much clearer is the vital spirit! The stillness of the sage’s mind! It is the mirror of heaven and earth, the looking glass of the myriad things. Empty and still, tranquil and serene, silent and non-acting—the levelness of heaven and earth and the ultimate in the Way and Virtue.* So emperors, kings, and sages rest in it. Resting, they are empty; empty, they are filled; filled, they are complete.* Empty, they are still; in stillness, they are moved; moving, they succeed. In stillness, they take no action; because they take no action, those responsible for affairs fulfil their duties. Taking no action, they are at ease, and those at ease are free of worries and troubles and live a long life.

Emptiness and stillness, tranquility and serenity, calmness and non-action are the root of the myriad things. Understanding this as the sovereign facing south was how Yáo served as ruler; understanding this as a subject facing north was how Shùn performed as minister. Applying this from a high position is the Virtue of emperors, kings, and the Son of Heaven; applying it from a low position is the Way of the hidden sage or uncrowned king. Applying it to retire and wander at leisure is what the gentry of the rivers and seas, mountains and forests esteem. Applying it to come forward and nurture the world brings great achievement and eminent reputation and unifies the world. [Those who apply it are] in stillness a sage, in movement, a king; taking no action, they are exalted; in unhewn plainness, their beauty is unrivalled by anything in the world. (13/1–10)

13.2a  Understanding* the Virtue of heaven and earth is called [accessing] the great origin, the great ancestral source; it is joining in harmony with heaven. It is the basis for bringing all the world uniformly into tune and thus joining in harmony with humanity. Joining in harmony with humanity is called ‘the joyful music of humanity’; joining in harmony with heaven is called ‘the joyful music of heaven’.* (13/10–12)

13.2b  Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘My master! My master! It coordinates the myriad things without being righteous; it nourishes a myriad ages without being benevolent. It is senior to high antiquity without being old; it covers heaven, bears up earth, and carves out all the various forms without being skilled’.* This is called ‘the joyful music of heaven’. So it’s said, ‘Those who know the joyful music of heaven, their life is heaven proceeding, their death is things transforming. In stillness, they share the Virtue of the yīn; in movement, they ride the wave of the yáng’.* So those who know the joyful music of heaven incur no resentment from heaven nor criticism from humanity; they are neither burdened by things nor reproached by the ghosts.* So it’s said, ‘Their movement is heaven, their stillness is earth. The mind unified and stable, they rule over the world. Their spirit is not ill; their soul is not weary. The mind unified and stable, the myriad things submit’. This describes how to extend empty stillness to the whole world, connecting together the myriad things. This is called ‘the joyful music of heaven’. The joyful music of heaven is the mind of the sages, by which they nurture the world. (13/12–17)

13.3a  The Virtue of emperors and kings is to take heaven and earth as their ancestral source, the Way and Virtue as a ruling guide, and non-action as constant.* Taking no action, one may employ all the world yet have a surplus; taking action, one will be employed by the world and be insufficient. So the people of antiquity valued non-action.

If superiors take no action, while subordinates also take no action, then superiors and subordinates share the same Virtue.* If superiors and subordinates share the same Virtue, then no one serves as subjects.* If subordinates take action, while superiors also take action, then superiors and subordinates share the same Way. If superiors and subordinates share the same Way, then no one serves as ruler. Superiors must take no action and employ the world; subordinates must take action and be employed by the world. This is an unchangeable Way. So although the knowledge of those who ruled the world in antiquity encompassed heaven and earth, they did not deliberate for themselves; although their discriminating intelligence distinguished the myriad things, they did not propound doctrines themselves; although their abilities covered everything within the seas, they did not undertake matters themselves. The myriad things transform without heaven producing them; the myriad things are nourished without earth growing them; all the world attains success without emperors and kings taking action. So it’s said, nothing is more spirited than heaven; nothing is richer than earth; nothing is greater than emperors and kings. The Virtue of emperors and kings is the counterpart to heaven and earth. This is the Way to mount heaven and earth, drive the myriad things, and employ the people. (13/17–24).

13.3b* The basis lies with the superior, the particulars with the subordinates;* the crux lies with the ruler, the details with the ministers. The operations of the three armies and five weapons are the particulars of Virtue. Rewards and punishments, benefits and harms, and the rules of the five punishments are the particulars of instruction. Proprieties and standards, regulations and figures, and the details of matching forms with names are the particulars of governance. The sounds of bells and drums and the appearance of feathers and banners are the particulars of music. Crying and wailing, mourning garb, and the various grades of mourning rituals are the particulars of grief. These five sets of particulars can be pursued only through the operation of the vital spirit and the exercise of the arts of the mind.

The people of antiquity pursued the study of such particulars but did not give them precedence. The ruler precedes and the ministers follow; the father precedes and the sons follow; elder brothers precede and younger brothers follow; seniors precede and juniors follow; men precede and women follow; the husband precedes and the wife follows. The precedence of the honoured before the lowly is how heaven and earth proceed, and so the sage takes them as a model. That heaven is honoured and earth is lowly reflects their place in the ranking of spirit-intelligence.* That spring and summer precede while autumn and winter follow is the sequence of the four seasons. The myriad things transform and develop, their sprouts and roots maturing in various forms—these are the phases of growth and decline, the flow of alteration and transformation.

Heaven and earth are the most spirited of things yet have a sequence of honoured and lowly, what precedes and what comes behind—how much more is this the case for the Way of humanity? In ancestral shrines we exalt relatives, at court we exalt the honoured, in towns and villages we exalt elders, in carrying out affairs we exalt the worthy—this is the sequence of the Great Way. To speak of the Way but get the sequence wrong is to get the Way wrong. If we speak of the Way but get it wrong, how can we find the Way?

Thus those in antiquity who understood the Great Way first understood heaven, and the Way and Virtue were next. Once the Way and Virtue were understood, benevolence and righteousness were next. Once benevolence and righteousness were understood, roles and duties were next. Once roles and duties were understood, forms and names were next. Once forms and names were understood, suitable employment was next. Once suitable employment was understood, investigation and examination were next. Once investigation and examination were understood, right and wrong were next. Once right and wrong were understood, rewards and punishments were next. Once rewards and punishments were understood, the ignorant and wise were put in their proper places, and the noble and lowly arranged in their ranks, whether benevolent and meritorious or unworthy, according to the facts. Roles had to be allocated according to ability, and all had to conform to their titles. In this way they served their superiors, nurtured their subordinates, brought order to things, and cultivated themselves. They made no use of clever scheming, instead always turning to heaven. This is called the greatest peace, the ultimate in good order.

So the book says,* ‘There being forms, there are names’.* The people of antiquity had forms and names but did not give them precedence. Those of antiquity who spoke of the Great Way mentioned forms and names only as the fifth step and spoke of rewards and punishments only as the ninth step.* To rush into speaking of forms and names is to fail to recognize the basis; to rush into speaking of rewards and punishments is to fail to recognize the origin. Someone whose speech turns the Way upside down or whose explanations run contrary to the Way is to be governed by others. How could they govern people? To rush into speaking of forms and names, rewards and punishments—this is to know something about the tools of governance but not the Way of governance. Such a person can be employed in the world but is unfit to employ the world.* This is called a clever scholar, a narrow, biased person.* Ceremonies and standards, sequences and measures, the details of matching forms with names—the people of antiquity had these, but they are what subordinates use to serve superiors, not what superiors use to nurture subordinates.* (13/24–41)

13.4  Long ago Shùn asked Yáo, ‘How does the heavenly king use the mind?’

Yáo said, ‘I am not arrogant to those with no one to appeal to. I do not abandon the impoverished. I grieve the dead, am kind to children, and am sympathetic to women. This is how I apply the mind’.

Shùn said, ‘As to being admirable, this is admirable indeed, but it’s not great’.

Yáo said, ‘So what should I do?’

Shùn said, ‘Heaven’s Virtue issues forth in tranquillity, the sun and moon shine and the four seasons proceed, as regular as day follows night, the clouds moving and the rain falling’.

Yáo, ‘Isn’t my approach so busy and bothersome! You, sir, are one who joins with heaven, while I am merely one who joins with humanity’.

Heaven and earth were what the ancients took to be great, what the Yellow Emperor, Yáo, and Shùn jointly admired. So what did the ancients who ruled over the world do? [They simply emulated] heaven and earth, that’s all. (13/41–5)

13.5* Confucius went west to deposit books in the Zhōu royal archive. Zǐ Lù advised him, saying, ‘I’ve heard that there was a Zhōu librarian named Lǎo Dān who has retired and returned home. If you want to deposit books, try going to see him about it’.

Confucius said, ‘Good’. He went to see Lǎo Dān, but Lǎo Dān refused his request. At this, Confucius started to expound the twelve classics to persuade him.

Lǎo Dān interrupted what he was saying and said, ‘Too longwinded. Let me hear just the crux of it’.

Confucius said, ‘The crux lies in benevolence and righteousness’.

Lǎo Dān said, ‘May I ask, are benevolence and righteousness people’s inherent nature?’

Confucius said, ‘Yes. If the gentleman is not benevolent, he is incomplete; if not righteous, he can’t flourish. Benevolence and righteousness are indeed people’s nature. What else could it be?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘May I ask, what do you call benevolence and righteousness?’

Confucius said, ‘The heart within being kindly sympathetic while impartially practicing inclusive care—these are the characteristic features of benevolence and righteousness’.

Lǎo Dān said, ‘Whoa! There’s danger in that last remark.* All-inclusive care—isn’t that impractical? And pursuing it impartially is itself just one’s own personal bias. Do you want to keep all the world from losing what guides them? Well, heaven and earth are inherently constant; the sun and moon inherently shine; the stars and planets inherently align; the birds and beasts inherently flock together, and the trees inherently grow upright. Just proceed by applying Virtue, move by following the Way, and you’ve got it. Why all this hustle and bustle to promote benevolence and righteousness, as though beating a drum in search of a lost child? Whoa, you’re disrupting people’s nature’. (13/45–53)

13.6  Shì Chéngqǐ went to see Lǎozǐ and asked, ‘I heard that you, sir, are a sage. So indeed I could not avoid the long journey to come request an interview. Despite the hundred days it took to get here and the thick calluses I grew on my feet, I dared not rest. But now that I’ve observed you in person, you’re no sage. Leftover food piles up around the rat nests, and someone who discards things carelessly is not benevolent. You can’t finish the provisions here before you, yet you accumulate more without limit’.*

Impassive, Lǎozǐ did not reply.

The next day, Shì Chéngqǐ came back to see him again and said, ‘Yesterday I criticized you. Today I had a change of mind. Why is this?’

Lǎozǐ said, ‘I take myself to have shed any concern with being a person of crafty knowledge and spirit-like sageliness. Yesterday if you called me an ox, I’d have deemed myself an ox; if you called me a horse, I’d have deemed myself a horse.* If things are indeed as people say and we refuse to accept the names they give them, we will suffer the consequences twice over. My conforming to things is constant conforming; it’s not that I conform in order to conform’.

Shì Chéngqǐ respectfully stepped to the side to avoid treading on Lǎozǐ’s shadow, shuffled forward humbly and asked, ‘How should I cultivate myself?’

Lǎozǐ said, ‘Your appearance is imposing, your gaze is piercing, your forehead is haughty, your mouth is fierce, your demeanour self-righteous.* You act like a horse straining at its tether, holding yourself back from moving, ready to shoot off like a crossbow bolt. Fastidious and judgemental, clever and arrogant—all this makes you untrustworthy. Out on the borderlands someone like you would be called a thief’.* (13/53–60)

13.7  The master said,* ‘The Way—in the largest matters it does not come to an end, in the smallest it leaves nothing out,* and so the myriad things are complete in it. So vast, vast, there is nothing it does not contain; so deep, deep, it cannot be fathomed. Punishments and favours, benevolence and righteousness, these are minutiae to the spirit, but if not for the ultimate person, who could settle them? The ultimate person possesses the world—isn’t it vast!—yet it is not enough to burden them. All the world compete for the handles of power but they do not join in. Discerning what is non-contingent, they are unmoved by profit.* Fully realizing what is genuine in things, they can preserve what is fundamental. So they put heaven and earth outside themself, leaving the myriad things behind, and their spirit is never troubled. They connect with the flow of the Way, merge with Virtue, dismiss benevolence and righteousness, and abandon ceremony and music. The mind of the ultimate person is settled in its place’. (13/60–4)

13.8a  What the world most values as the Way is found in books. Books are no more than speech, but in speech there is value. What is valuable in speech is thoughts. Thoughts have something they follow. What thoughts follow cannot be transmitted in speech, yet the world transmits books because they value speech. Although the world values them, to me they’re not worth valuing, because what’s valued in them is not of value.

So what’s visible when we look is forms and appearances; what’s audible when we listen is names and sounds. How sad, that people of the world take forms and appearances, names and sounds, to be enough to grasp the genuine features of things!* But if forms and appearance, names and sounds, are in the end not enough to grasp the genuine features of things, then those who know do not speak, and those who speak do not know*—but how can the world recognize this?! (13/64–8)

13.8b  Duke Huán was reading a book up in the hall. Wheelwright Biǎn, who was chipping a wheel below, put down his mallet and chisel, went up, and asked Duke Huán, ‘May I ask, what words are you reading?’

The duke said, ‘The words of the sages’.

‘Are the sages alive?’

The duke said, ‘They’re dead’.

‘So, then, what you are reading is the dregs of ancient people, isn’t it?!’

Duke Huán said, ‘When I read a book, how does a wheelwright get to assert opinions about it? If you have a good explanation, I’ll allow this; if not, you die’.

Wheelwright Biǎn said, ‘Me, I look at it from my work. In chipping wheels, if you go too wide, it’s too loose and not strong enough; too narrow, and it’s too tight and won’t fit. Not too wide, not too narrow—you feel it in the hand and respond from the heart. The mouth can’t put it into words; there’s an art to it. I can’t express it to my son, and my son can’t receive it from me. Thus for over seventy years I’ve grown old chipping wheels. The people of antiquity are dead, along with what they could not transmit. So, then, what you are reading is the dregs of ancient people, isn’t it?’ (13/68–74)


Book 14

Heaven Revolves

14.1a  Does heaven revolve? Does earth stand still? Do the sun and moon fight for their place in the sky? Who controls all this? Who sustains it all? Who dwells without work yet pushes all this along?

Could it be there’s a mechanism that makes them this way without their control? Could it be they revolve without being able to stop themselves?

Do the clouds make rain? Or does the rain make clouds? Who bestows these favours? Who dwells without work in wanton pleasure, urging this on?

The winds rise in the north, then blow west, then east, then whirl around above—who breathes these out and in? Who dwells without work, stirring these up? May I ask the causes of all this? (14/1–4)

14.1b  The shaman Xián* beckoned and said, ‘Come! I will tell you. Heaven has six poles and five constants. If emperors and kings follow these, good order ensues; if they defy them, misfortune follows. [If they follow them in handling] the affairs of the nine regions, good order will be achieved and Virtue attained. Overseeing and illuminating the lands below, all the world sustaining them—this is to be a sovereign on high. (14/4–5)

14.2  Dàng, prime minister of Shāng, asked Zhuāngzǐ about benevolence. Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Tigers and wolves are benevolent’.

‘What are you talking about?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘The fathers and sons treat each other as kin. How would this not be benevolent?’

‘Let me ask about ultimate benevolence’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Ultimate benevolence is to have no kinship’.*

The prime minister said, ‘I’ve heard that to have no kinship is to not care about anyone, and to not care about anyone is to be unfilial. Can we say ultimate benevolence is unfilial?’*

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘No. Since ultimate benevolence is the most exalted, filiality is certainly inadequate to describe it. This isn’t a claim that it overrides filiality; it’s a claim that it doesn’t touch on filiality. Someone who travels south until they reach Yǐng will not see Mount Míng when they look north. Why? Because they’re so far from it.*

So it’s said:

To be filial by showing respect is easy; to be filial by caring is hard.
To be filial by caring is easy; to forget your parents is hard.*
To forget your parents is easy; to make your parents forget you is hard.
To make your parents forget you is easy; to forget the whole world is hard.*
To forget the whole world is easy; to make the whole world forget you is hard.


Virtue leaves behind Yáo and Shùn and does not act.* Its bounty extends to a myriad ages without anyone in the world knowing.* Why merely heave a great sigh and speak of benevolence and filiality?! Filiality, fraternity, benevolence, righteousness, fidelity, trustworthiness, loyalty, honesty—all of these are examples of forcing oneself along while subjugating one’s Virtue. They are not worth valuing. So it’s said: the most noble dismiss the ranks of the state; the most wealthy dismiss the wealth of the state; the most eminent dismiss fame and reputation. Thus the Way does not alter’. (14/5–13)

14.3  Chéng of North Gate asked the Yellow Emperor, ‘When I first heard your performance of the Xián Chí music in the vast wilds I was fearful. I listened more and became lethargic, and towards the end I became confused and disoriented and couldn’t get hold of myself’.

The emperor said, ‘It’s no surprise you’d react like that! I played it as a work of humanity, tuned it to heaven, proceeded by means of ceremonial propriety and righteousness, and established it in the greatest purity’.

(The ultimate music first responds to human affairs, follows along with the patterns of heaven, proceeds by the five virtues, and responds to what is self-so; only then does it attune the four seasons and bring supreme harmony to the myriad things.)*

‘The four seasons arising one after the other.
The myriad things are produced in turn.
Now rising, now falling,
Civil and martial in alteration.
Now clear, now murky,
Yīn and yáng tuned harmoniously,
The notes flowing and bright.
As the hibernating insects begin to stir,
I startle them with a clap of thunder.
Ending without a coda,
Beginning without an overture.
Now dying off, now coming back to life,
Now falling, now rising.
The underlying constant is inexhaustible,
Yet entirely unpredictable.*


‘That’s why you were fearful.

‘Next I played it with the harmony of yīn and yáng, illuminating it with the light of the sun and moon.

‘The notes could be short, they could be long,
They could be soft, they could be hard,
The variations attuning as one,
Without following any fixed norm.
In the valleys, it fills the valleys,
In the caves, it fills the caves,
Sealing up the gaps, collecting the spirit,
Taking things as its measure.
The sounds were melodious
The names for it high and bright.


‘Thus ghosts and spirits remain in their dark recesses, while the sun, moon, stars, and constellations proceed along their courses.

‘I stopped it where there are limits, but let it flow where there is no stopping.

‘You contemplated it but were unable to know it; gazed after it but couldn’t see it; followed it but couldn’t catch up to it. Muddled, you stood on the Way surrounded by emptiness, resting on your armrest and babbling.* Your mind fell short of what you wanted to know; your eyes were exhausted by what you wanted to see; your strength was used up by what you wanted to follow—you simply could not catch up! Your body brimming with emptiness, you became wholly malleable. Since you were malleable, you felt lethargic.

‘Next I played it with vigorous notes, attuning it as directed by the self-so, and so it was like a mixed, dense mass sprouting forth,

‘A forest of sounds without form,
Spreading out without a trail,
Dim and secluded, without sound.
Moving without direction
Abiding in obscurity.
Some call it death,
Some call it life,
Some call it the inner substance,
Some call it the outer appearance.
Flowing along, dispersing all about,
Not following any constant note.


‘The world doubts it and checks it with the sage. The sage is someone who has mastered the characteristic features of things and follows along with fate. The workings of heaven holding back while the five senses are all present, this is called “heavenly music”.* Wordless, the mind delights in it.* Thus the man of Yàn* praised it, “Listening, one does not hear the sound; looking, one does not see its form; yet it fills heaven and earth and wraps around the six poles”. You tried to listen to it but there was nothing there to perceive, and so you were confused.

‘The performance of this music began with fear; the fear was like misfortune. I then followed it with lethargy; the lethargy seemed an escape. I finished it with confusion; the confusion was like ignorance, and this ignorance is akin to the Way—the Way that one can carry along and join together with’. (14/13–30)

14.4  Confucius travelled west to Wèy. Yán Yuān asked Master Jīn, ‘What do you think of our master’s trip?’

Master Jīn said, ‘A pity! How your master will fail!’

Yán Yuān said, ‘Why?’

Master Jīn said, ‘Before the straw dogs are offered as sacrifices,* they are placed in a bamboo box and wrapped in patterned brocade, while the priests fast and practice austerities to prepare to present them. Once they&apos;ve been offered, passersby trample on their heads and backs or scrap collectors gather them to burn in kitchen fires, and that’s that. If someone picked them up and placed them back in the bamboo box, wrapped in patterned brocade, and took them along wherever they travelled or resided, lying down to sleep by them, then even if the person didn’t have nightmares, they’d surely be repeatedly troubled in their sleep.*

‘Now your master has indeed gathered up the straw dogs that the former kings already offered and collected a group of disciples who together take them along wherever they travel or reside, lying down to sleep by them. So a tree was chopped down on him in Sòng, his tracks were erased in Wèy, and he found himself in desperate straits in Shāng and Zhōu. Weren’t these his nightmares? He was surrounded between Chén and Cài and had no cooked food for seven days, bringing him to the verge of death. Wasn’t this his troubled sleep?*

‘For travelling on water, nothing’s better than using a boat; for travelling on land, nothing’s better than using a carriage. If you take the fact that a boat can travel on water as a reason to try to push it on land, then to the end of your days you won’t move but a few feet. Aren’t the past and present as different as water and land? Aren’t Zhōu and Lǔ as different as boats and carriages?* Now seeking to practice the ways of Zhōu in Lǔ is like pushing a boat on land—you’ll labour away without accomplishing anything and surely meet with misfortune. He hasn’t learned how to turn without any fixed direction, responding to things without limit.*

‘Are you the only one who’s never seen a well sweep? Pull on it, and it goes down; let go, and it comes up. Because people pull on it rather than it pulling them, it goes up and down without offending anyone.* So the proprieties and duties, standards and measures of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors are valued not for their being the same but for their bringing about good order.*

‘Thus the proprieties and duties, standards and measures of the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors are analogous to the hawthorn, pear, orange, and pomelo. The flavour of each is different, but all are delicious.

‘So proprieties and duties, standards and measures are things that change in response to the times. Now take a monkey and dress it in the robes of the Duke of Zhōu, and it will surely bite and tear them until they’re completely gone before it’s satisfied. If we observe the differences between the past and present, they’re as different as a monkey is from the Duke of Zhōu.

‘The legendary beauty Xī Shī had chest pain and furrowed her brow at the neighbours. An ugly woman in the neighbourhood saw her and considered this beautiful, so she too went home, held her hands to her chest, and furrowed her brow at the neighbours. When the rich people of the village saw her, they closed their doors tightly and did not go out; when the poor people saw her, they grabbed their wives and children and ran away. She understood that furrowing one’s brow could be beautiful but didn’t understand what made the furrowing beautiful. A pity! How your master will fail!’ (14/30–44)

14.5  Confucius had lived fifty-one years but hadn’t heard the Way, so he went south to Pèi to see Lǎo Dān.*

Lǎo Dān said, ‘You’ve come! I heard that you are a worthy of the north. Have you indeed found the Way?’

Confucius said, ‘I haven’t’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘How did you seek it?’

‘I sought it in regulations and figures,* but after five years I hadn’t found it’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘So then how did you seek it?’

‘I sought it in yīn and yáng,* but after twelve years I hadn’t found it’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘I see. If the Way could be offered to others, no one would fail to offer it to their prince. If the Way could be presented, no one would fail to present it to their parents. If the Way could be told to others, no one would fail to tell their brothers. If the Way were something that could be given to others, no one would fail to give it to their children and grandchildren. But it can’t be, for no other reason than that if there’s no host within, it won’t stay, while if there’s no match for it from without, it won’t be practiced.* If what issues from within is not received without, the sage does not bring it forth; if what enters from without has no host within to receive it, the sage does not store it there. Names are public tools,* which cannot be applied excessively. Benevolence and righteousness are the grass huts of the former kings, in which one can stay for the night but not dwell permanently.* The more one displays them, the more reproach will follow.

‘The ultimate person of old took benevolence as a makeshift Way and righteousness as a temporary lodging by which to wander in meandering emptiness, eating from the fields of aimless simplicity and standing in the garden of no debt. To meander is to take no action; to be aimlessly simple makes it easy to find sustenance; to have no debt is not to expend anything. The ancients called this “the wandering that grasps the genuine”.

‘Those who value wealth cannot let go of their earnings. Those who value eminence cannot let go of fame. Those fond of power cannot share the handles with others. Grasping them, they tremble; releasing them, they are sorrowful; yet they have no means of reflecting to discern why they cannot rest—these are people punished by heaven.* Resentment and kindness, giving and taking, admonishing and teaching, letting live and killing—these eight are tools of rectification,* but only someone who follows along with the great changes without obstruction can apply them. So it’s said, those who rectify must be correct themselves.* For those whose minds consider this mistaken, the gates of heaven do not open’. (14/44–56)

14.6a  Confucius went to see Lǎo Dān and spoke about benevolence and righteousness. Lǎo Dān said, ‘When chaff from winnowing blinds the eyes, heaven, earth, and the four directions shift position; when mosquitoes or horseflies sting the skin, the whole night you can’t get to sleep. No disorder is greater than benevolence and righteousness confusedly tormenting our minds. To keep the world from losing its simplicity, just let yourself move as the wind pushes you and take your stand in the culmination of your Virtue. Why all this hullabaloo, like someone who marches around beating a drum to search for a lost child? The snow goose stays white without a daily bath; the crow stays black without a daily inking. The simplicity of black and white isn’t worth disputing over; the spectacle of fame and reputation isn’t worth treating as an achievement. When the spring dries up, the fish live together on land, spitting moisture on each other and dampening each other with the froth. But it would be far better for them to forget each other in rivers and lakes’.* (14/56–60)

14.6b  After meeting Lǎo Dān Confucius went home and didn’t speak for three days. His disciples asked, ‘Master, you saw Lǎo Dān. So how do you measure him?’

Confucius said, ‘Only now, in this man, have I finally seen a dragon. The dragon draws in to complete his substance and spreads out to manifest himself. He rides the clouds and mist, nourished by the yīn and yáng. When I saw him, my mouth gaped open and couldn’t close. How could I measure Lǎo Dān?!’

Zǐgòng said, ‘So is there indeed someone who presents a dragon-like appearance while at rest being as still as a corpse, speaks with a voice of thunder from the silence of the depths,* and is roused to motion like heaven and earth? May I too get to see him?’

Accordingly, introducing himself as Confucius’s student, he went to see Lǎo Dān. Lǎo Dān was just then sitting in the hall and answered softly, ‘I’m getting along in years. What do you have to caution me about?’

Zǐgòng said, ‘Although the Three Kings and Five Emperors governed the world differently, the reputation they won is the same. Why do you alone, sir, hold that they were not sages?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘Young man, come a bit closer. Why do you say that they were different?’

He answered, ‘Yáo passed the throne to Shùn; Shùn passed it to Yǔ; Yǔ employed his strength while Tāng employed troops; King Wén obeyed the tyrant Zhòu without rebelling, but King Wǔ rebelled against Zhòu and refused to obey. So I say they were different’.

Lǎo Dān said, ‘Young man, come a bit closer. I will tell you how the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors governed the world. When the Yellow Emperor governed the world, he made the people’s hearts regard everyone as one. If some people did not cry when their parents died, people did not condemn them. When Yáo governed the world, he made people’s hearts regard some as close kin, others not. If some people gave their kin priority over others, people did not condemn them. When Shùn governed the world, he made the people’s hearts competitive. Among the people, pregnant women gave birth in the tenth month, babies could speak at five months, and they began to recognize who was who before they could walk, but then people began to die prematurely. When Yǔ governed the world, he made people’s hearts volatile. People hatched various schemes and the use of weapons followed. Killing robbers was not considered killing.* People each acted for their own group, assuming it to be the whole world.* Thus the world fell into great fear and the Ruists and Mohists all arose. Initially they followed orderly norms but now what have these come to?* What can you say?!

‘I’ll tell you, when the Three Sovereigns and Five Emperors governed the world, they called it “governing”, but no disorder could be more extreme. The understanding of the Three Sovereigns conflicted with the brightness of the sun and moon above, clashed with the vitality of the mountains and rivers below, and corrupted the process of the four seasons in between. Their understanding was more poisonous than the sting of a scorpion’s tail. Under their rule, even the rarest of animals could not settle at ease in the characteristic features of their nature and fate,* yet still they took themselves to be sages. Isn’t it shameful? Their shamelessness!’

Taken aback, Zǐgòng stood there ill at ease. (14/60–74)

14.7  Confucius said to Lǎo Dān, ‘I’ve studied the six classics—the Songs, Documents, Rites, Music, Changes, and Annals—for what I take to be a long time and thoroughly understand their doctrines. I sought to present this learning to seventy-two rulers, discussing the Way of the former kings and explaining the tracks of the dukes of Zhōu and Shào, yet not a single ruler put any of it into practice. It’s so hard! Is it that people are hard to convince or that the Way is hard to explain?’

Lǎozǐ said, ‘How fortunate that you did not meet a ruler who could govern the world! The six classics are the worn tracks of the former kings. How could they be what made the tracks?! What you are talking about now is also tracks. Tracks are produced by steps, but how could the tracks be the steps?!*

‘White fish-hawks procreate by staring fixedly at each other; insects procreate when the male sings upwind and the female responds downwind; each kind of creature has its male and female and so procreates in its own way.* The inherent nature of things can’t be changed; fate can’t be altered; the times can’t be stopped; the Way can’t be obstructed. If you find the Way, any course can work; if you miss it, no course can’.

Confucius did not go out for three months. Then he went to see Lǎo Dān again and said, ‘I’ve finally got it. Crows and magpies hatch their young; fish shoot out foam, wasps transform; when a younger brother is born, the elder brother wails. For a long time I failed to be a companion to the process of transformation. If you aren’t a companion to the process of transformation, how can you transform others?’

Lǎozǐ said, ‘All right. Qiū,* you’ve got it’. (14/74–82)


Book 15

Forced Intentions

15.1  Forcing oneself to pursue exalted conduct; withdrawing from the world, estranged from common customs; discussing lofty matters while resentfully criticizing others; undertaking only to hold oneself above others—this is what’s favoured by the gentry of the mountains and valleys, people who condemn the world and wither away or throw themselves into the deeps.

Expounding benevolence, righteousness, loyalty, and trustworthiness; being respectful, frugal, modest, and deferential; undertaking only to cultivate themselves—this is what’s favoured by gentry who seek to bring peace to the world, people who teach and instruct, the wandering and resident scholars.

Talking of great achievements, seeking to establish a great reputation, enforcing ceremonial propriety for ruler and subjects, rectifying the roles of superiors and subordinates, undertaking only to achieve good government—this is what’s favoured by gentry of the court, people who exalt the sovereign and strengthen the state, those who devote their efforts to annexing territory.

Retiring to the marshes and woods, dwelling in the empty wilds, going fishing and living at leisure, simply taking no action—this is what’s favoured by the gentry of the rivers and seas, people who withdraw from the world, those of leisure.

Blowing and gulping, exhaling and inhaling, expelling the old and taking in the new, doing the bear walk and bird stretch, undertaking only to live long—this is favoured by the gentry who practice induction,* the people who nurture the physical form, those who study Péngzǔ’s longevity.

Now to be lofty without forcing it, to be cultivated without benevolence and righteousness, to govern without achievements and fame, to be at leisure without retiring to the rivers and seas, to be long-lived without practicing induction—this is to forget everything yet possess it all, to attain boundless serenity while all fine things follow. This is the Way of heaven and earth, the Virtue of the sage. (15/1–8)

15.2  So it’s said, tranquil and serene, quiet and silent, empty and non-acting, these are the levelness of heaven and earth and the substance of the Way and Virtue.* So it’s said, sages rest in this and so are level and at ease; level and at ease, they are tranquil and serene. Since they are level and at ease, tranquil and serene, worries and troubles cannot intrude and deviant vapours cannot attack, and so their Virtue is whole and their spirit unimpaired.

So it’s said, the sage’s life is heaven proceeding, their death is things transforming. In stillness, they share the Virtue of the yīn; in movement, they ride the wave of the yáng.* They neither initiate good fortune nor prompt misfortune. They respond only when roused, move only when pressed, arise only when forced. They eliminate knowing and purpose, instead following the patterns of heaven. So they face no disasters from heaven, no burden from things, no criticism from humanity, no reproach from ghosts.* Their life is as if drifting, their death as if coming to rest. They do not deliberate or plan ahead. They are bright without dazzling and trustworthy without prior agreement. They sleep without dreaming and wake without worrying.* Their spirit is pure, their soul tireless. In emptiness and tranquillity they merge with heaven’s Virtue.

So it’s said, sorrow and joy are deviations from Virtue; delight and anger are errors in the Way. Likes and dislikes are failures of Virtue. So the heart not being anxious or joyful is the ultimate in Virtue; being unified without alteration is the ultimate in stillness; opposing nothing is the ultimate in emptiness; having no dealings with things is the ultimate in serenity; having nothing run against it is the ultimate in purity.

So it’s said, when the body labours without rest it becomes fatigued; when the vitality is used without cease it becomes exhausted.* The nature of water is to be clear if unmixed and level if undisturbed. If blocked so it does not flow, again it cannot be clear—this symbolizes heaven’s Virtue.* So it’s said, pure and unmixed; still and unified without alteration; serene and non-acting; in motion, proceeding according to heaven—this is the Way by which to nurture the spirit. (15/8–18)

15.3  Someone who owns a fine sword from Gān or Yuè stores it in a box, not daring to use it lightly because it is extremely valuable. The vital spirit* flows in all directions, there being no extreme it doesn’t reach. Above it touches heaven; below it encloses earth, transforming and nurturing the myriad things. It cannot be symbolized; its name is ‘like the Lord on High’.*

The Way of pure simplicity
Lies in preserving only spirit.
Preserve it without loss
Becoming one with spirit.
Connecting with the quintessence of this one
Merge with the order of heaven.


There’s a saying, ‘The common people put weight on profit; honest gentry put weight on reputation; worthies esteem ambition; sages value quintessence’. So the simple refers to being unmixed with anything; the pure refers to not damaging one’s spirit. One who can embody pure simplicity is called a ‘genuine person’.* (15/18–22)


Book 16

Mending Nature

16.1a  Those who hope to mend their inherent nature through vulgar learning, seeking to return to their original state; those who confuse their desires through vulgar thought, seeking to attain understanding — call them blinkered, blinded people.

Those of antiquity who practiced the Way nurtured knowledge through tranquillity. When knowledge arose, they did not use it to take action—call this using knowledge to nurture tranquillity.* Knowledge and tranquillity engaging and nurturing each other, harmony and pattern issue from one’s inherent nature. Virtue is harmony; the Way is pattern. One’s Virtue accommodating all things is benevolence; one’s practice of the Way wholly conforming to pattern is righteousness. One’s righteousness being manifest such that things treat one as kin is loyalty. Being pure and full within, such that one returns to one’s inherent features, is music. Trustworthy conduct and accommodating manners that conform to elegant patterns are ceremonial propriety.* (When ceremonial propriety and music are performed one-sidedly,* the world falls into disorder.) Upright themselves, they concealed their Virtue such that it was not exposed, for if Virtue is exposed, things surely lose their inherent nature.* (16/1–5)

16.1b  In muddled confusion, the people of antiquity joined together with all those of their era in attaining tranquillity. At that time, yīn and yáng harmonized in stillness, the ghosts and spirits caused no disturbance, the four seasons came in proper measure, the myriad things were uninjured, and no living creatures died prematurely. Although people possessed knowledge, they had no use for it. This is called ‘ultimate oneness’. At that time, no action was taken, and so things were constantly self-so.*

Eventually Virtue declined, until Suì Rén and Fú Xī* began to manage the world, and thus people complied but were no longer unified. Virtue declined further, until the Divine Farmer* and the Yellow Emperor began to manage the world, and thus peace was maintained but people were not compliant. Virtue declined further, until Táng and Yú* began to manage the world. They initiated the current of reforming people through government, diluting people’s purity and shattering their simplicity, departing from the Way to do good, imperilling Virtue in their conduct, and consequently relinquishing their inherent nature to follow the mind.* Mind joined with mind in knowledge, yet this was insufficient to bring stability to the world. So then they added on cultural elegance and supplemented this with erudition. Culture extinguished substance, while erudition drowned the mind, and then the people began to fall into confusion and disorder, without any way to restore their inherent nature and features and return to their original state.

Looking at it this way, the world has lost the Way and the Way has lost the world.* Since the world and the Way have lost each other, how can a person of the Way flourish in the world, and how too can the world flourish in the Way? The Way has no means to flourish in the world, and the world has no means to flourish in the Way. Even if sages did not retreat to the mountains and forests, their Virtue would be hidden. (It is hidden, so they do not hide it themselves.)* (16/5–13)

16.1c  Those who in antiquity were called ‘hidden gentry’*—it’s not that they took cover and didn’t show themselves, shut their mouths and didn’t speak, or stored away their knowledge and didn’t share it. It’s that the mandate* of the times they lived in was utterly at odds with them. If they had fit the mandate of the times and fully carried it out in the world, they would have returned to unity, leaving no tracks. Since they did not fit the mandate of the times and were greatly frustrated in the world, they rooted themselves deeply in extreme calm and waited. This is the Way to preserve oneself.*

Those of antiquity who preserved themselves* did not embellish their knowledge with clever disputation,* did not use knowledge to frustrate the world, and did not use knowledge to frustrate Virtue. Imposingly upright, they dwelled in their place and simply returned to their inherent nature. What more would they do? The Way surely does not lie in small practices; Virtue is surely not a matter of small knowledge. Small knowledge harms Virtue; small practices harm the Way.* So it’s said, make yourself upright,* that’s all. (16/13–17)

16.2  Complete happiness is called ‘achieving your aim’. In antiquity, what was called achieving your aim wasn’t the fancy carriages and caps of wealth and rank but simply having nothing more that could increase your happiness. Nowadays what’s called achieving your aim is the carriages and caps. But carriages and caps are not part of us by our inherent nature and fate. That things like this happen to come along is a matter of their temporarily lodging with us. Things that lodge temporarily* can’t be prevented from coming nor stopped from going away. So don’t wantonly aim for carriages and caps; don’t fall in with common custom because of poverty and distress. The happiness we can attain from the former is no greater than from the latter,* so there’s simply no point in worrying about them. Now when lodged things leave, we’re unhappy. Looking at it this way, even if we’re happy, we’ve never ceased to be desolate. So it’s said, those who lose themselves in things or stray from their nature following common custom are called upside-down people. (16/17–21)


Book 17

Autumn Waters

17.1a* The season of the autumn waters arrived, and the hundred streams poured into the Yellow River. The flow of the river grew so great that across the islets and cliffs on the two banks you couldn’t distinguish an ox from a horse. At this the Lord of the River* was jubilantly pleased with himself, considering all fine things in the world to be present in him. Following along with the current, he travelled east until he reached the North Sea. Facing east, he looked out and couldn’t see the water’s end. At this the Lord of the River started to frown. Gazing out into the distance towards Ruò, the sea god, he sighed, ‘There’s a saying, “Hearing the Way a hundred times, you think you’re better than everyone”. This refers to me. What’s more, when I heard people belittle Confucius’s learning or make light of Bó Yí’s righteousness, initially I didn’t believe them. Now that I see how immeasurable you are, if I hadn’t come to your gate,* I’d have been in danger of forever being laughed at by practitioners of the Great Approach.*

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘You can’t talk to a frog in a well about the sea, because it’s constrained by the small space where it lives.* You can’t talk to a summer insect about ice, because it’s stuck in one season. You can’t talk to a narrow, biased scholar* about the Way, because he’s bound by his doctrines. Now that you’ve come out from your banks, observed the great sea, and so recognized your failings, it’s possible to talk with you about the great patterns.

‘Among the waters of the world, none are greater than the sea. A myriad rivers feed into it, stopping we know not when, yet it doesn’t fill up; it drains away through its extremity, ceasing we know not when, yet it doesn’t empty. Through spring and autumn it doesn’t vary; it knows nothing of flooding or drought. The extent to which it surpasses the flow of rivers and streams is immeasurable, but I’ve never on these grounds considered myself important,* because I take it that, comparing my form to heaven and earth and receiving my vital breath from the yīn and yáng, amid heaven and earth I am like a tiny stone or sapling on a great mountain. Perceiving how small I am, how then could I consider myself important?

‘Considered amid heaven and earth, aren’t the four seas like an anthill in a vast wilderness? Considered in the region between the seas, aren’t the central states like grains of rice in a vast granary? As a label for the number of different kinds of things there are, we call them ‘myriad’,* and humanity occupies one place among them. In the nine regions humanity populates, everywhere grain grows and boats and carriages travel, each person occupies just one place in the crowd. Compared with the myriad things, isn’t this like the tip of a hair on the body of a horse? The succession of the five emperors, the struggles of the three kings, the worries of benevolent people, the labours of responsible gentry are all merely this. Bó Yí became famous for declining it; Confucius was considered erudite for discussing it. Isn’t how they considered themselves important like how you just now considered yourself important because of your flood waters?’ (17/1–14)

17.1b  The Lord of the River said, ‘So then can I take heaven and earth to be large and the tip of a hair to be small?’

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘No. There are no limits to the amount of things, no end to how they change with time, no constancy to their allotment, no certainty to their beginnings or endings. Thus those of great wisdom observe both far and near, and so they don’t belittle the small nor make much of the large, as they recognize there are no limits to the amount of things. They clearly evaluate past and present and so are not frustrated by what is far off or impatient for what is within reach, as they recognize there’s no end to how things change with time. They are discerning as to filling and emptying and so aren’t delighted by gain or worried about loss, as they recognize allotments are inconstant. They understand the level path* and so aren’t pleased by life or troubled by death, as they recognize there’s no certainty to beginnings and endings.

‘Count up what people know, and it’s less than what we don’t know; the time we’re alive is less than the time before we’re born. We apply the smallest of things to seek to comprehend the domain of the largest and thus end up confused and frustrated. Looking at things this way, how do we know the tip of a hair is enough to set the limits of the tiniest things? How do we know heaven and earth are enough to comprehend the domain of the largest?’

The Lord of the River said, ‘The debaters of the age all say, “The most minute has no form; the largest cannot be encompassed”.* Are these the actual facts of the matter?’

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘Looking at the large from the standpoint of the tiny, you can’t see it all; looking at the tiny from the standpoint of the large, it is indistinct. Now the minute is the most miniscule of the small, while the colossal is the most expansive of the large, and so it’s expedient to differentiate them—this distinction is something that obtains in relation to the particular position we are in. The minute and the sizeable specify what has form. What has no form can’t be divided and counted; what can’t be encompassed can’t be enumerated.* What can be discussed in speech is the more sizeable among things; what thought can reach is the more minute among things. What speech can’t discuss and thought can’t discern isn’t specified as either minute or sizeable’.* (17/14–24)

17.1c* (Thus the Great Person in their conduct neither harms others nor is especially benevolent or kind; they neither act for profit nor despise the servants of the house; they neither contend for goods and wealth nor especially decline and relinquish them; in affairs they neither rely on help from others, nor are especially self-sufficient, nor despise greed and corruption. Their conduct differs from common custom but is not especially unusual. In their actions they follow the crowd and do not despise flattery. The ranks and salaries of the age aren’t enough to encourage them to act; punishment and blame aren’t enough to make them feel disgraced. They know that no division can be fixed between ‘right’ and ‘not’, no border can be set between small and large. I’ve heard that ‘the person of the Way has no reputation; ultimate Virtue brings no gain;* the Great Person has no self’.* This is the ultimate in conforming to one’s given allotment.) (17/24–18)

17.1d  The Lord of the River said, ‘Whether external to things or internal to them,* from what viewpoint do we distinguish what is noble or lowly, small or large?’

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘From the viewpoint of the Way, no thing is either noble or lowly; from the viewpoint of things themselves, they each consider themselves noble and one another lowly; from the viewpoint of prevailing customs, whether we are noble or lowly isn’t determined by us.

‘From the viewpoint of differences, if we consider them large on the basis of respects in which they’re large, then none of the myriad things are not large. If we consider them small on the basis of the respects in which they’re small, then none of the myriad things are not small. If you understand how heaven and earth amount to grains of rice and the tip of a hair amounts to a hill or mountain, you’ve seen the measure of differences.

‘From the viewpoint of function, if we consider them useful on the basis of respects in which they’re useful, then none of the myriad things are not useful; if we consider them useless on the basis of respects in which they’re useless, then none of the myriad things are not useless. If you understand that east and west are opposites yet cannot do without each other, you’ve determined the differences in function.

‘From the viewpoint of values, if we consider them right on the basis of respects in which they’re right, then none of the myriad things are not right; if we consider them wrong on the basis of respects in which they’re wrong, then none of the myriad things are not wrong. If you understand that the sage-king Yáo and the vicious tyrant Jié each considered himself right and the other wrong, you’ve seen how value commitments work.

‘In the past, Yáo ceded the throne to Shùn, who became emperor; Zhī ceded the throne to Kuài, who perished. Tāng and Wǔ fought for the throne and became kings; Duke Bái fought for the throne and was destroyed. Looking at it this way, whether it’s the propriety of contending or deferring or the conduct of a Yáo or Jié, what counts as noble or lowly depends on the times—none of these can be taken as constant.

‘A battering ram can knock down a city wall but can’t block up a hole—this is to speak of different tools. The legendary steeds Qí Jì and Huá Liú could gallop a thousand miles in a day but in catching mice were no match for a cat—this is to speak of different skills. At night the horned owl snatches up fleas and discerns the tip of a hair, but when daylight comes it’s blinded by the glare and can’t see even a mountain—this is to speak of different natures. So if we say, why not take what’s right as your master, avoiding what’s wrong, and take order as your master, avoiding disorder,* this is failing to understand the patterns of heaven and earth and the facts about the myriad things. This is like taking heaven as your master, without earth, or taking yīn as your master, without yáng. It’s clear that it can’t be put into practice. Yet still they say this without desisting, if not ignorantly then deceitfully.

‘Emperors and kings of old ceded their thrones in different ways; the three dynasties handled succession in different ways. Those who are at odds with their time and contravene custom are called usurpers; those who fit their time and comply with custom are called followers of righteousness. Be silent, Lord of the River! How would you know which gates are noble or lowly, which houses large or small?’ (17/28–41)

17.1e  The Lord of the River said, ‘So then what do I do? What do I not do? In what I accept or decline, choose or relinquish, in the end how do I proceed?’

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘From the viewpoint of the Way,

What is noble? What is lowly?
This is called cycling back and forth.*
Don’t constrain your intent,*
Or you’ll be hobbled with respect to the Way.
What is less, what is more?
This is called one replacing the other in turn.*
Don’t proceed in just a single direction,
Or you’ll be at odds with the Way.


Solemn! Like the lord of a state, who bestows favours impartially.

Magnanimous! Like the earth-god at the sacrifice, who bestows blessings impartially.

Overflowing everywhere! As endless as the four directions, without boundaries or limits.

Inclusively embrace the myriad things.
How could any of them receive special support?
This is called having no fixed direction.


The myriad things evened out in oneness,*
Which is short, which long?


The Way has no end or beginning.
But things have birth and death,
So don’t rely on their completion.
At one time empty, another full.
Their form has no fixed place.


The years can’t be held back.
Time can’t be stopped.
Diminishing and growing,
Filling and emptying,
Ending then beginning again.


‘This is how to expound the method of the Great Norm and assess the patterns of the myriad things. The life of things is like galloping or racing, changing with every movement, shifting at all times. What to do? What not to do? Things will surely transform of themselves’.* (17/41–7)

17.1f  The Lord of the River said, ‘So then what’s of value in the Way?’

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘Someone who knows the Way is surely adept in the patterns, and someone adept in the patterns understands contextual discretion.* Someone who understands contextual discretion does not let things harm them.

‘Someone of ultimate Virtue cannot be burnt by fire, drowned by water, harmed by cold and heat, or injured by animals.* This isn’t to claim they take these things lightly. It’s to say they are discerning as to security and danger, calm regarding fortune and misfortune, and meticulous in what they pursue or reject, and so nothing can harm them. So it’s said, heaven is internal, the human is external, Virtue lies in heaven.* Recognize what proceeds from heaven or humanity, root yourself in heaven, position yourself in what works,* and whether advancing or retreating, bending or extending, you can return to the crux and speak of the ultimate’.

‘What is heaven? What is the human?’*

Ruò of the North Sea said, ‘Oxen and horses having four feet—this is called “heaven”; haltering horses’ heads and piercing oxen’s noses—this is called “the human”. So it’s said, do not let the human extinguish what is from heaven; do not let purposes you adopt extinguish heaven-sent fate; do not sacrifice your good name for gain.* Carefully observe these without fail—this is called “returning to the genuine”’.* (17/47–53)

17.2  The one-footed Kuí admires the millipede; the millipede admires the snake; the snake admires the wind; the wind admires the eye; the eye admires the mind.*

The Kuí said to the millipede, ‘I move along by hopping on one foot, but I’m no match for you. Now what special way do you have to operate a myriad feet?’

The millipede said, ‘No, it’s not like that. Haven’t you seen a person spit? Out it shoots, the big gobs like pearls, the fine drops like mist, uncountably many mixing together and falling to the ground. Now as for me, I set my heavenly workings in motion without knowing how they do what they do’.

The millipede said to the snake, ‘I move along with my multitude of feet, but I’m no match for you, with no feet at all. How is that?’

The snake said, ‘Ah, how could the movement of our heavenly workings be exchanged for anything else? How would I have any use for feet?’

The snake said to the wind, ‘I move along by setting my back and sides in motion, and so it seems there’s something doing the moving. Now you arise swirling and whirling from the North Sea and go swirling and whirling down into the South Sea, and it seems there’s nothing doing the moving. How is this?’

The wind said, ‘Yes, I arise swirling and whirling from the North Sea and go down into the South Sea, but to point at me or step on me is to defeat me. Still, only I can snap a big tree or sweep away a large house. So from many small defeats I produce a great victory. Producing great victories—only the sage is capable of it’. (17/53–60)

17.3  When Confucius travelled to Kuāng, the people of Sòng surrounded him several ranks deep,* yet he went on strumming and singing without stopping.* Zǐlù went in to see him and said, ‘Master, how is it that you are happy?’

Confucius said, ‘Come! I’ll explain for you. I’ve tried to avoid hardship for a long time, yet I encounter it anyway—this is due to fate. I’ve sought success for a long time, yet I’ve failed—this is due to the times. In the age of Yáo and Shùn, no one in the world faced hardship, but this wasn’t a result of people’s knowledge; in the age of Jié and Zhòu, no one in the world attained success, but this wasn’t due to a failure of people’s knowledge. The circumstances of the times made it so.

‘To travel in water without fearing dragons is the courage of fishermen. To travel on land without fearing rhinos and tigers is the courage of hunters. Crossed blades flashing in one’s face, to view death as equal to life is the courage of heroes. Knowing that hardship depends on fate and success on the times, to face great difficulty without fear is the courage of the sage. Calm down, Zǐlù. Our fate is fixed’.

Not long afterwards, an armed officer came forward and apologized, saying, ‘We took you to be the rebel Yáng Hú and so surrounded you. Now that we see you’re not, please allow us to take leave and retreat’. (17/60–5)

17.4  Gōngsūn Lóng* asked Wèi Móu, ‘When I was young I studied the Way of the former kings. When I grew up, I understood the practice of benevolence and righteousness. I joined the similar and different, separated the hard and white,* deemed so the not-so, and deemed allowable the unallowable.* I confounded the wits of the hundred schools and frustrated the disputations of the various speakers. I considered myself to have achieved the ultimate. Now that I’ve heard the words of Zhuāngzǐ, I’m bewildered by how strange they seem. I’m not sure whether my skill in discussion falls short or my knowledge is no equal for his. Now I’ve no way even to open my beak. May I ask for an explanation?’

Prince Móu leaned on his armrest and sighed deeply. Looking up at the sky, he laughed and said, ‘Haven’t you heard about the frog in the collapsed well? He said to the turtle of the East Sea, “How happy I am! I jump out onto the railing of the well, then hop back in and rest on the ledges left by the missing bricks. I swim in the water, floating my armpits and chin on it, and slosh in the mud, sinking my feet in it up to my ankles. None of the larvae, crabs, or tadpoles around can match me. Well, to have the water of an entire hollow to yourself, to possess the joy of a collapsed well—this is indeed the ultimate. Why don’t you come in and have a look sometime!”

‘Before the turtle of the East Sea got his left foot in, his right knee was already stuck fast. At this, he pulled out his foot, drew back, and told the frog about the sea. “A distance of a thousand miles isn’t enough to describe its size. A height of thousands of feet isn’t enough to fathom its depths. In the time of Yú there were floods nine years out of ten, but its waters didn’t rise; in the time of Tāng there were droughts seven years out of eight, but its shores did not recede. Not shifting whether for an instant or an epoch, not advancing or retreating no matter how much or little—this indeed is the great joy of the East Sea”.

‘When the frog from the well heard this it was so shaken with astonishment that it lost itself in bewilderment. Now your knowledge doesn’t cover the boundaries of “this” and “not”, yet you want to contemplate the words of Zhuāngzǐ—this is like making a mosquito shoulder a mountain or a millipede race across a river. You surely can’t handle the task. Moreover, someone whose knowledge doesn’t know enough to assess words of the highest subtlety, yet pursues for himself the advantages of the moment, isn’t this being like the frog in the well?

‘Now Zhuāngzǐ strolls through the Yellow Springs* below then ascends to the limits of the sky above. He has no north or south, only unhindered release in every direction, submerging to the unfathomable depths. He has no east or west, but begins in dark obscurity and returns to the vast connecting flow. For you to rigidly seek him through investigation and search for him with disputation, this is like peering at heaven through a tube or pointing at earth with an awl. Aren’t they too small?! Away with you!

‘And haven’t you heard about the young man from Shòulíng who tried to learn the Hándān walk? Before he could master the local skill, he lost his old way of walking, and so he could only crawl home on his knees. Now if you don’t leave, you’ll forget your old way of doing things and be out of work’.*

His jaw dropping uncontrollably and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth, Gōngsūn Lóng turned and fled. (17/65–81)

17.5  Zhuāngzǐ was fishing on the Pú River. The king of Chǔ sent two high officials to present him with a message, saying ‘I wish to burden you with the affairs of my kingdom’.

Holding his fishing pole without turning his head, Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘I’ve heard that in Chǔ there’s a sacred tortoise that’s been dead for three thousand years. The king keeps it wrapped in a box at the head of the ancestral shrine. This tortoise, would it have preferred to die and have its bones honoured as a relic or to live and drag its tail in the mud?’*

The two officials said, ‘It would’ve preferred to live and drag its tail in the mud’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Be off! I’ll drag my tail in the mud’. (17/81–4)

17.6  When Huìzǐ was prime minister of Liáng, Zhuāngzǐ went to see him. Someone said to Huìzǐ, ‘Zhuāngzǐ is coming. He wants to replace you as prime minister’. At this, Huìzǐ was afraid and launched a search for Zhuāngzǐ throughout the kingdom for three days and three nights.

Zhuāngzǐ went to see him and said, ‘In the south there is a bird named the Yuānchú phoenix. Do you know of it? The Yuānchú comes out of the South Sea and flies up to the North Sea. It rests in no tree but the parasol tree, eats no food but bamboo seeds, and drinks nothing but sweet spring water. Once an owl found a rotting mouse, and as the Yuānchú flew over, the owl looked up at it and screeched, “Shoo!” Now do you want to shoo me away from your kingdom of Liáng?’ (17/84–7)

17.7  Zhuāngzǐ and Huìzǐ wandered along the bridge over the Háo river. Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘The minnows swim about so freely and easily. This is the happiness of fish’.

Huìzǐ said, ‘You’re not a fish. How do you know the happiness of fish?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘You’re not me. How do you know I don’t know the happiness of fish?’

Huìzǐ said, ‘I’m not you, so indeed I don’t know about you. You’re indeed not a fish, so that completes the case for your not knowing the happiness of fish’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Let’s go back to where we started. When you said, “How do you know the happiness of fish”, you asked me about it already knowing that I knew it. I knew it over the Háo river’. (17/87–91)


Book 18

Ultimate Happiness

18.1  Is there ultimate happiness in the world or not? Is there a method to keep yourself alive or not? What now to do, what to rely on? What to avoid, what to dwell in? What to pursue, what to leave aside? What to enjoy, what to dislike?

What the world honours is wealth, status, longevity, and goodness. What they find happiness in is personal security, rich flavours, fine clothing, lovely sights, and pleasant sounds. What they despise is poverty, low status, premature death, and badness. What they find unpleasant is failing to attain security and comfort for one’s person, rich flavours for one’s mouth, fine clothing for one’s body, lovely sights for one’s eyes, and pleasant sounds for one’s ears. If they fail to attain these, they become deeply apprehensive. Isn’t it foolish how they’re concerned only for their bodily form?

The wealthy distress themselves working urgently, piling up more wealth than they can ever use. They treat their body as unimportant indeed. Those of high status spend day and night deliberating over what’s good to do. They neglect their body indeed. The life of humanity is such that anxieties are born together with us. The long-lived become befuddled, enduring prolonged anxiety without dying—what suffering! This is far indeed from how to treat the body. Ardent knights do good for the world, but this isn’t enough to keep them alive. I don’t know whether doing good is really good or not. Suppose we consider it good—but it’s not enough to keep oneself alive. Suppose we consider it not good—but it is enough to keep others alive. So it’s said, ‘If your loyal admonitions aren’t heeded, respectfully yield and don’t contend’. So Zǐxū contended and cruelly lost his body, but if he hadn’t contended, he wouldn’t have won a good name for himself either.* So is there really goodness or not?

So as to what the common crowd do and what makes them happy, again I don’t know whether their happiness is ultimately happiness or not. I see that when something makes the common crowd happy, the whole mob pursues it in a rush as if they can’t control themselves. But what they all say is happiness neither makes me happy nor makes me unhappy. Ultimately, is there happiness or not?

I consider non-action to be real happiness, yet this is just what the common crowd find greatly distressful. So I say, ‘The ultimate happiness is non-happiness; the ultimate reputation is non-reputation’.

In all the world, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’* ultimately can’t be fixed. Still, non-action can fix ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Ultimate happiness, preserving one’s life—only non-action comes close to sustaining these. Let me try to explain.

Through non-action, heaven is pure;
Through non-action, earth is peaceful.


So when these two poles of non-action join together, the myriad things all transform.

Vague! Indistinct! Emerging from nowhere!
Indistinct! Vague! Lacking any sign!
The myriad things each working away
All are generated from non-action.


So it’s said, ‘Heaven and earth take no action, yet no action is left undone’.* Among people, who can attain non-action? (18/1–15)

18.2  Zhuāngzǐ’s wife died. When Huìzǐ went to mourn her, he found Zhuāngzǐ squatting with his legs splayed, drumming on a tub and singing. Huìzǐ said, ‘You lived with her, raised children, and grew old. It’s enough not to bewail her death, but to drum on a tub and sing—isn’t that going too far?!’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘It’s not like that. When she first died, how could I not grieve like everyone else? But I contemplated how at first she originally had no life. Not only had she no life, she originally had no physical form. Not only had she no physical form, she originally had no vital breath. All mixed up amidst the indistinct vagueness, something altered and there was vital breath. The breath altered and there was physical form. The physical form altered and there was life. Now there’s been yet another alteration and she’s arrived at death. These alterations are to each other as the procession of the four seasons, spring and autumn, winter and summer. She was going off to sleep peacefully in a vast room, while I followed along bawling and wailing. I took myself to be incompetent concerning fate,* so I stopped’. (18/15–19)

18.3  Uncle Scatterlimb and Uncle Mixup were sightseeing around the hills of Lord Obscurity in the wilds of Kūnlún, where the Yellow Emperor rested. Suddenly a willow* sprouted from Uncle Mixup’s left elbow. He looked startled, as if he detested it.

Uncle Scatterlimb said, ‘Do you detest it?’

Uncle Mixup said, ‘No, why would I detest it? Life is a temporary borrowing, and what’s borrowed to produce life is but dust and dirt. Life and death are day and night. While you and I came to see the transformations, the transformations caught up with me—what would I detest about it?’ (18/19–22)

18.4  When Zhuāngzǐ was going to Chǔ, he saw an empty skull, all dried out but still in one piece. He tapped it with his riding crop and then asked it, ‘Sir, did you come to this because, out of greed for life, you did something improper? Or was your state conquered and you met your end from a battle-axe? Or did you engage in some unscrupulous conduct and then come to this out of shame for disgracing your parents, wife, and children?* Or was it from the hardship of cold and hunger? Or was it that the seasons of your life had come to their end?’

His questions finished, he pulled the skull over, used it as a pillow, and went to sleep. In the middle of the night, the skull appeared in a dream and said, ‘You talk like a disputer. Look at what you spoke about: all of it amounts to the burdens of living people. When you’re dead, there isn’t any of that. Do you want to hear about the joys of death?’*

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Yes’.

The skull said, ‘In death, there are no rulers above, no subjects below, nor the routine affairs of the four seasons. Free and at ease, we take heaven and earth as our spring and autumn.* Even the happiness of a king on his throne cannot surpass this’.

Zhuāngzǐ didn’t believe it. ‘Suppose I could have the Steward of Fate restore your body to life, give you bones, flesh, and skin, and return you to your parents, wife, and children, your hometown, and your acquaintances. Would you want that?’

The skull frowned deeply, knitting its brow, and said, ‘Why would I give up the happiness of a king on his throne to return to the toils of humanity?’ (18/22–9)

18.5  When Yán Yuān travelled east to Qí, Confucius had a worried look. Zǐgòng got off his mat and asked, ‘May your humble student inquire why you look so worried about Huí travelling east to Qí?’*

Confucius said, ‘It’s good that you asked that. Guǎnzǐ once said something that I much approve of: ‘A small bag cannot hold something big; a short rope cannot draw water from a deep well’. He said something like this because he held that there are certain things formed by fate and certain things our bodily form is suitable for, which can’t be added to or subtracted from. I’m afraid that Huí will speak to the marquis of Qí about the Way of Yáo, Shùn, and the Yellow Emperor and then repeat the sayings of Suì Rén and the Divine Farmer. The lord will seek all this within himself and fail to find it. Failing to find it, he will become confused, and when someone becomes confused, they die.*

‘And haven’t you heard this story? Once a sea bird roosted in the outskirts of Lǔ.* The marquis of Lǔ welcomed it to the ancestral shrine for a ceremonial banquet, where they performed the ‘Nine Splendours’ for music and served the finest beef, mutton, and pork as a sacrificial feast. But the bird became dazed and distressed, refusing to eat a single piece of meat or drink a single cup of wine, and in three days it was dead.

‘This is to nurture a bird with what nurtures you; it’s not nurturing a bird with what nurtures birds. To nurture a bird with what nurtures birds, it’s best to let it perch in the deep forest, wander among the sandbanks, float on rivers and lakes, feed on loach and minnows, and fly and roost with its flock, living any way it likes. A bird hates even to hear people talking—why subject it to all that noisy clamour?! Perform the ‘Xián Chí’ or ‘Nine Splendours’ music in the wilds around Lake Dòngtíng, and when the birds hear it they’ll fly off, when the animals hear it they’ll run away, and when the fish hear it they’ll dive deep. But when a crowd of people hear it, they gather around to watch. Fish live in water and thrive, but if people lived in water they’d die. They are surely different from each other, and so their likes and dislikes are different. So the former sages did not treat everyone’s abilities as identical or their affairs as the same.* Names stop at the facts; what’s appropriate is set by what fits.* This is called being adept in the patterns and maintaining welfare’.* (18/29–39)

18.6  While travelling, Lièzǐ stopped to eat by the roadside, where he saw a hundred-year-old skull. Pulling away the brush, he pointed at it and said, ‘Only you and I know you’ve never died and never lived. Are you indeed unhappy? Am I indeed happy?’ (18/40–1)

18.7* The seeds of various things have subtle workings. In water they become water silk. At the edge of water and land they become frog’s robe. If they grow on slopes they become hill slippers. If hill slippers find rich soil, they become crow’s feet. The roots of crow’s feet become grubs and their leaves become butterflies. The butterflies soon transform into insects that live under stoves, which look like moulted skins and are named stove crickets. After a thousand days, stove crickets turn into birds called grog-gracks. The spit of grog-gracks turns into sīmí bugs, which turn into vinegar flies. Yílù bugs are born from vinegar flies, huángkuàng bugs are born from jiǔyóu bugs, and midges are born from rot beetles. Goat’s thrall paired with mature bamboo produces serene-greens, which produce panthers, which produce horses, which produce humans. Humans then return to the subtle workings. The myriad things all emerge from the workings and all reenter the workings. (18/41–6)


Book 19

Mastering Life

19.1  Those who master the characteristic facts of life don’t busy themselves with what in life we can’t do anything about. Those who master the facts of fate don’t busy themselves with what knowledge can do nothing about. A precondition for nurturing the body is to have the things we need; but there are those who have more than enough things yet fail to nurture their body. A precondition for having life is not to part from the body; but there are those who do not part from their body yet lose their lives.

Life’s coming can’t be held off; its departure can’t be stopped. How sad, that the people of the world take it that nurturing the body is enough to preserve life! Yet in the end nurturing the body isn’t enough to preserve life, so how can what the world does to nurture the body be worth doing? But although it’s not worth doing, we can’t fail to do it, as doing it is unavoidable.

If you want to avoid being concerned for the body, nothing is better than letting go of worldly affairs. If you let go of worldly affairs, you have no burdens. If you have no burdens, you will be upright and level. If you’re upright and level, you renew life together with other things, and in renewing life, you’re close enough. Why is it worth letting go of affairs and forgetting about life? Let go of affairs, and your body is not wearied; forget about life, and your vitality is not impaired. Your body being whole and your vitality restored, you become one with heaven. Heaven and earth are the father and mother of the myriad things. Joining, they form bodies; dispersing, they form new beginnings. The body and vitality unimpaired, this is called being able to shift with circumstances. The vitality becoming ever more refined, we return to being partners with heaven. (19/1–7)

19.2a  Master Lièzǐ asked Guān Yǐn, ‘The ultimate person can swim under water without drowning, walk through fire without burning, and fly above the myriad things without trembling.* May I ask, how do they achieve this?’

Guān Yǐn said, ‘This is due to preserving one’s pure vital breath. It’s not a matter of know-how or courage. Sit down and I’ll tell you.

‘Whatever has features, shape, sound, and colour—all are things. How can one thing be very far from another? How can any have grounds to come before the others? This is but form and appearance,* that’s all. But consider a thing’s reaching the formless and settling in the unchanging. If someone can fully attain this, how can anything stop them! They will stay within the limits of the appropriate and keep themselves within the unending guidelines, wandering in the beginnings and endings of things, unifying their nature, nurturing their vital breath, concentrating their Virtue, and thus connecting to that wherein things are created. Someone like this keeps whole what comes from heaven, and their spirit has no fissures. Where could things get in [to harm them]?

‘When a drunk falls from a carriage, even if it is going fast he doesn’t die. His joints and bones are the same as others’, but the injury is different from theirs, because his spirit is whole. He rides without knowing it and falls without knowing it. Life and death, alarm and fear do not enter his chest, and thus he confronts things without fright. If he’s like this by attaining wholeness from wine, how much more would he be capable of if he attained wholeness from heaven? Sages store themselves in heaven, and so nothing can injure them’. (19/7–14)

19.2b  Someone out for revenge does not break their enemy’s precious sword;* even an ill-tempered person does not resent a wind-blown tile that happens to strike them—thus the world can attain peace and calm.* So this is the Way to eliminate the disorder caused by military aggression and the cruel punishments of execution and mutilation. Rather than open up humanity’s heaven, open up heaven’s heaven. To open up heaven is to benefit life; to open up humanity is to harm life. Not obscuring the heaven in them, not being confused by the humanity in them, the people approach what is genuine for them.* (19/14–17)

19.3  When Confucius travelled to Chǔ, as he emerged from a forest he saw a hunchback catching cicadas with a sticky pole as easily as if plucking them with his fingers.* Confucius said, ‘What skill you have! Do you have some special Way?’*

‘I have a Way. For five or six months I practiced catching two balls at once without dropping them, and then I missed only a few cicadas. I practiced three at once without dropping them, and then I missed only one in ten. Then I practiced five at once without dropping them, and catching cicadas was like plucking them with my fingers. I settle my body like a tree stump and hold my arms like the branches of a withered tree. Despite the vastness of the world and the multitude of the myriad things, I’m aware only of cicada wings. I neither turn away nor look to the side, letting none of the myriad things distract me from cicada wings. How could I not succeed!’

Confucius looked at his disciples and said, ‘By applying your undivided attention, you concentrate your spirit—doesn’t this describe the old hunchback gentleman!’ (19/17–21)

19.4  Yán Yuān asked Confucius, ‘I once crossed the depths at Goblet Deeps, and the ferryman handled the boat like a spirit.* I asked him, “Can boat handling be learned?” He said, “Yes. Good swimmers are quickly able, and divers can handle a boat without even having seen one”. I asked him about this but he wouldn’t explain. May I ask, what was he talking about?’

Confucius said, ‘Good swimmers are quickly able because they forget the water.* As to a diver handling a boat without ever seeing one, they see the depths as like land and the boat’s capsizing as like a cart rolling backward. Boats could capsize and carts roll backward all around them without this penetrating their chest. Where could they go and not be at ease?

‘Shooting for tiles, you’re skilled. Shooting for silver buckles, you’re uneasy. Shooting for gold, you’re flustered. Your skill’s the same, but there’s something you’re worried about—this is putting weight on the external. Anyone who puts weight on the external gets clumsy with the internal’.* (19/22–6)

19.5a  Tián Kāizhī had an audience with Duke Wēi of Zhōu. Duke Wēi said, ‘I heard that Zhù Shèn is studying life. Sir, you spent time studying with him. What did you learn?’

Tián Kāizhī said, ‘I only carried a broom and tended to his courtyard. What indeed would I have learned from the master?’

Duke Wēi said, ‘Master Tián, don’t be so modest. I wish to hear about it’.

Kāizhī said, ‘I heard the master say, “Nurturing life well is like herding sheep: look for stragglers and whip them along”’.*

Duke Wēi said, ‘What was he talking about?’

Tián Kāizhī said, ‘In Lǔ there was a man named Shàn Bào who lived among the cliffs, drinking only water, and didn’t join together with people for their shared advantage.* Reaching the age of seventy, he still had the complexion of an infant. Unfortunately, he came across a hungry tiger that killed and ate him. There was also a man named Zhāng Yì who made courtesy visits to all, whether great clans or poor households. Reaching the age of forty, he fell ill with an internal fever and died. Bào nurtured his internal health, and a tiger ate his outward form; Yì nurtured his outward relations, and an illness attacked his internal health. Both of these two men failed to whip their stragglers along’. (19/26–32)

19.5b  Confucius said, ‘Don’t withdraw and hide away; don’t go out and show off; plant yourself firmly in the middle. If you can fulfil these three, your reputation will surely be the highest. Fearing the dangers of the road, if one person in ten is killed, then fathers and sons, elder and younger brothers caution each other that they must have a large armed escort before daring to set out. Isn’t this wise? But among the dangers people should fear are those they encounter lying in bed or when eating and drinking,* and so those who don’t know enough to take precautions are making a serious mistake’. (19/32–5)

19.6  The ancestral priest in his black ceremonial robes looked down over the pigpen and coaxed the pigs, ‘Why are you afraid of dying? I’m going to feed you fine grain for three months, practice austerities for ten days, fast for three days, lay out a mat of white rushes, and place your shoulders and rump on a carved sacrificial stand. So will you do it?’

Considering things on the pigs’ behalf, he said, ‘It’s better to eat chaff and dregs and stay right there in the pen’. Considering on his own behalf, if while alive he enjoys the honour of official carriages and caps and then at death gets placed in an ornamented coffin on an engraved hearse, he’d do it. Considering things for the pigs, he’d reject it; considering them for himself, he’d choose it. What’s the difference between him and the pigs?* (19/35–8)

19.7  Duke Huán was hunting in the marshes, with Guǎn Zhòng driving his chariot, when he saw a ghost. The duke took Guǎn Zhòng’s hand and said, ‘Father Zhòng, what did you see?’* ‘I didn’t see anything’, he replied.

The duke returned home and, wheezing and vomiting, fell ill and for many days didn’t go out. Among the scholars of Qí was one Huángzǐ Gào’áo, who said, ‘Your lordship has hurt yourself. How could a ghost hurt your lordship? When an accumulation of agitated vital breath disperses without returning, it becomes deficient; if it rises and does not come down again, it makes people irritable. If it sinks and does not come up again, it makes people forgetful. If it neither rises nor sinks, but remains in the middle of the body blocking the heart, the person becomes ill’.

Duke Huán said, ‘Yes, but are there ghosts?’

‘Yes. In ditches there are mudwalkers, around stoves there are hairies. In the rubbish pile inside the gate lives the thunderer. Below the northeast side, the double-bend fish-ant leaps about. Below the northwest side lives the sloshbright. In the water there is the shadowshape; in the hills, the scarptroll; in the mountains, the monopede, in the plains, the pacer, in the marshes, the snakewinder.*

The duke said, ‘May I ask what the snakewinder looks like?’

Huángzǐ said, ‘Snakewinders are as big around as the hub of a carriage wheel and as long as the shaft. They wear purple robes and a red cap. This is a creature that hates to hear the sound of rumbling carriages, so it stands up holding its head. Someone who sees one will probably become overlord of the other states’.*

Laughing delightedly, Duke Huán said, ‘That’s what I saw’. At this, he straightened out his clothes and cap and sat with Huángzǐ. Before the end of the day, without his noticing it, the illness was gone. (19/38–46)

19.8  Jì Xǐngzǐ was raising gamecocks for the king. After ten days, the king asked, ‘Are the gamecocks ready?’ ‘Not yet. They’re still vainly arrogant and proud’.

After ten more days, the king asked again. ‘Not yet. They still respond to noises and shadows’.

After ten more days, the king asked again. ‘Not yet. They still glare fiercely and are bursting with aggression’.

After ten more days, the king asked again. ‘Close enough. Even if another rooster crows, they don’t change at all. Look at them and they resemble roosters carved from wood. Their Virtue is whole. No other gamecock will dare face them but will turn and run’. (19/46–9)

19.9  Confucius was sightseeing at Lǚ Bridge, where the water falls three hundred feet and the whitewater runs forty miles, where even turtles and tortoises, fish and alligators can’t swim. He saw an older man swimming there and, assuming he faced some hardship and wanted to die, sent his disciples to run alongside and rescue him. A few hundred paces down the river, the man came out of the water and strolled along the edge of the bank, his hair down over his shoulders,* singing as he walked. Confucius followed and asked, ‘I took you to be a ghost,* but looking closer I see you’re a man. May I ask, do you have some special Way of swimming through the water?’

‘No, I have no Way. I started from how I originally was, developed in my nature, and achieved completion with fate. I enter with the swirls and emerge with the surges, following the Way of the water without doing anything on my own.* This is how I swim through it’.

Confucius said, ‘What do you mean, you started from how you originally were, developed in your nature, and achieved completion with fate?’

‘I was born on land and am at ease on land—that’s how I originally was. I grew up in the water and became at ease in the water—that’s my nature.* I’m like this without knowing how I’m like this—that’s fate’.* (19/49–54)

19.10  Qìng the woodworker hewed wood to make a bell stand. When the bell stand was finished, everyone who saw it marvelled that it seemed the work of ghosts or spirits. The marquis of Lǔ saw it and asked him, ‘By what special art did you make this?’

Qìng replied, ‘I’m just a workman, what art would I have! Still, there is one thing. When I’m going to make a bell stand, I never attempt to do so with less than full vitality, so I have to fast to still my mind.* After fasting three days, I hold no thought of celebration or reward, rank or salary. After five days, I hold no thought of criticism or praise, skill or clumsiness. After seven days, all of a sudden, I forget I have four limbs and a body. When this happens, the lord and his court no longer exist for me. My skill concentrated and extraneous distractions having faded away, only then do I enter the mountain forest to look at the heavenly nature of the trees. Only if I find wood of perfect form, such that I see the finished bell stand in it, do I put my hand to it. Otherwise, I give up. In this way, I match heaven with heaven.* Might this be the reason people wonder if the finished piece is the work of spirits?’* (19/54–9)

19.11  Jì of the East Fields had an audience with Duke Zhuāng to demonstrate his chariot driving skill. He drove back and forth as straight as a carpenter’s line and turned left and right perfectly in line with a compass curve. Duke Zhuāng considered his accomplishment unsurpassable and ordered him to do a hundred laps and return.

Yán Hé* happened along, went in to see the duke, and said, ‘Jì’s horses are about to collapse’. The duke was silent and didn’t reply. After a little while, they indeed collapsed, and Jì returned. The duke said, ‘How did you know this would happen?’ ‘His horses’ strength was exhausted, but he still demanded more from them, so I said they’d collapse’. (19/59–61)

19.12  Drawing freehand, Artisan Chuí perfectly matched the compass and set square. His fingers transformed along with things without checking with the mind, and so his soul platform* was unified and unfettered.

When your shoes fit, you forget your feet. When your belt fits, you forget your waist. When your mind fits, your awareness forgets right and wrong. When affairs and encounters fit, you neither fluctuate inwardly nor get drawn along outwardly. To fit from the start and never fail to fit—this is fitting so well that you forget all about fit.* (19/62–4)

19.13  There was a certain Sūn Xiū, who came to the gate of Zǐbiǎn Qìngzǐ and said to him, disturbed, ‘In my hometown, no one ever said I was uncultivated; in the face of difficulty, no one ever said I was cowardly. Yet my fields never met with a good harvest, in political service I never met with the right opportunity, I’m an outcast from my township, and I’ve been exiled by the county officials. What crime have I committed against heaven?! Why have I met with this fate?’

Master Biǎn said, ‘Haven’t you heard how the ultimate person conducts himself? He forgets his liver and gall, leaves behind his ears and eyes, and vacantly meanders beyond the dust and dirt, freely going about the vocation of doing no work.* This is called “acting without expecting anything, fostering without controlling”.* Now you embellish your knowledge to impress the ignorant and cultivate yourself to show how corrupt others are, all bright and brilliant as if marching around with the sun and moon in your hands.* You’re whole in body, all nine openings in place, without any midlife calamity that’s left you deaf, blind, lame, or crippled, and so compared with many people you’re fortunate indeed. So what leisure have you for worrying about whether heaven is angry at you?! Away with you!’

Master Sūn went out. Master Biǎn came in and sat down, and after a while looked up and sighed. His disciple asked him, ‘Sir, why are you sighing?’ Master Biǎn said, ‘Just now when Xiū came, I told him about the Virtue of the ultimate person. I’m afraid he’ll be startled and so become confused’. The disciple said, ‘It’s not like that. Was what Master Sūn said right? Was what you said wrong? The wrong certainly cannot confuse the right. Was what Master Sūn said wrong? Was what you said right? Then certainly he was already confused when he came, so what wrong have you done?’

Master Biǎn said, ‘No, it’s not like that. Once there was a bird that roosted in the outskirts of Lǔ. The lord of Lǔ was delighted about this and had the finest meats served at a feast in its honour, while the ‘Nine Splendours’ was performed as music. At this, the bird became distressed and dazed, refusing to eat or drink. This is called nurturing a bird with what nurtures you. As to nurturing a bird with what nurtures birds, it’s best to let it perch in the deep forest, float on rivers and lakes, and feed on whatever it likes, and then it can simply live normally.* Now Xiū is a person of limited understanding and little learning. For me to tell him about the Virtue of the ultimate person is like chauffeuring a mouse in a horse-drawn carriage or playing bells and drums for a quail. How could he not be startled?!’ (19/64–76)


Book 20

The Mountain Tree

20.1  Zhuāngzǐ was travelling through the mountains when he saw a great tree with flourishing branches and leaves. A woodcutter stopped by its side but didn’t fell it. Zhuāngzǐ asked the reason, and he said, ‘There’s nothing it can be used for’. Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘This tree gets to live out its natural lifespan because it’s worthless’.*

The master emerged from the mountains and lodged for the night at an old friend’s home. The friend was delighted and ordered a servant to kill a goose and cook it. The servant asked, ‘One of the geese can honk and one can’t. Which should I kill?’ The host said, ‘Kill the one that can’t honk’.

The next day, Zhuāngzǐ’s disciples asked him, ‘Yesterday the tree in the mountains got to live out its natural lifespan because it was worthless. Now the host’s goose died because it was worthless. Where would you position yourself, sir?’

Zhuāngzǐ laughed and said, ‘I’d position myself between worthy and worthless. But a path between worthy and worthless only resembles the apt approach without being it, and so you won’t avoid entanglements that way. If you ride along with the Way and Virtue, drifting and wandering, on the other hand, that’s not the case. Without praise or criticism, now a dragon, now a snake,* transform along with the times, without stubbornly committing to a single direction. Now above, now below, taking harmony as your measure while you drift and wander with the ancestral source of the myriad things, thinging things without being thinged by things*—then how could anything entangle you? This was the norm the Divine Farmer and the Yellow Emperor followed.

‘As to how the myriad things actually behave and the customs of human relations, on the other hand, they’re not this way. Joining leads to separation, success to ruin, honesty to frustration, honour to criticism, endeavour to loss, talent to scheming, ineptitude to cheating—how can we take anything for certain?! Sad! Students, remember this: make your home only in the Way and Virtue!’* (20/1–9)

20.2  Yíliáo Marketsouth* had an audience with the marquis of Lǔ, who looked distressed. Master Marketsouth said, ‘My lord, you have a worried look. What is it?’ The lord of Lǔ said, ‘I study the Way of the former kings and carry out the works of the former rulers. I revere the ancestral ghosts and honour the worthy. I personally practice these things without departing from them for even an instant, yet I still can’t manage to avoid troubles. This is why I’m distressed’.

Master Marketsouth said, ‘My lord’s approach to eliminating troubles is too shallow. The thick-coated fox and patterned leopard dwell in mountain forests and hide away in cliffside grottos because of how still it is there. At night they move about, while during the day they stay in, because doing so is cautious. Even when suffering hardship from hunger and thirst, they remain far away in the rivers and lakes, seeking food there, because doing so is more secure. Yet they can’t manage to avoid the trouble of nets and traps. What mistake have they made? It’s that their fur brings disaster on them.

‘Now isn’t the state of Lǔ your fur? I suggest you hollow out your body and discard your fur, cleanse your mind and eliminate desires, and go wandering in the fields where no one is present. In South Yuè there is a city named the Land of Establishing Virtue. Its people are ignorant and simple, with little self-centredness and few desires. They know to work but not to store things away, and they give without seeking anything in return. They don’t know what conforms to duty or what propriety calls for. Heedlessly rambling, they tread in the Great Direction.* In life, they can be happy; in death, they can be buried. I suggest you give up your state, abandon your customs, and journey there with the assistance of the Way’.

The lord said, ‘The way there is distant and dangerous, with rivers and mountains to cross, and I have no boat or carriage. What can I do?’

Master Marketsouth said, ‘Have no concern for your physical form, have no attachment to where you dwell, and this will be your boat and carriage’.*

The lord said, ‘The way there is dark, distant, and remote. Who shall I have as neighbours? I have no provisions, no food. How can I succeed in getting there?’

Master Marketsouth said, ‘Reduce your expenditures, minimize your desires, and even without provisions there will be enough. You will wade through rivers and float over seas, gazing without seeing the shore, and the farther you travel the less you will know of where it will end. Those who escort you will all turn back at the shore, while you will continue far from there.

‘So those who possess others are burdened, while those who are possessed by others are distressed, and so the sage-king Yáo neither possessed others nor was possessed by them. I want to remove your burdens and eliminate your distress, so that you can wander alone with the Way in the land of vast emptiness.

‘When someone is crossing a river in a raft, if an empty boat comes along and bumps into it, even if the person is ill-tempered, he doesn’t get angry. If there’s someone in the boat, he shouts for them to steer clear. If he shouts once and isn’t heard, then shouts again and isn’t heard, then the third time he shouts, he’ll surely follow up with abusive words. In the previous case he wasn’t angry, but in this case he is, because in the previous case the boat was empty and in this case it’s full. If people can empty themselves to go wandering through the world, who could harm them?’ (20/9–24)

20.3  Shē of North Palace was collecting donations for Duke Líng of Wèy to make a set of bells. He set up a platform outside the city gate for casting the bells,* and in three months he had completed both the upper and lower tiers. Prince Qìngjì saw this and asked him, ‘What art did you employ?’

Shē said, ‘I stayed focused on this one task, without applying any specific art to persuade people to donate. I’ve heard it said, ‘After the carving and chiselling, return to unhewn simplicity’.* Simple, I was without knowledge; vacant, I was idle and uncertain. Vague and indistinct, I escorted what left and welcomed what came, as what comes can’t be prevented and what goes can’t be stopped. I indulged those opposed and followed along with those who complied, adapting to each person’s limits. So I collected contributions from morning to night without the slightest setback—and how much more would this hold for someone who followed a great path?’ (20/24–8)

20.4  Confucius was surrounded between Chén and Cài and for seven days ate no cooked food.* Old gentleman Rèn went to console him and said, ‘Did you nearly die?’ ‘Yes’. ‘Do you dislike dying?’ ‘Yes’.

Rèn said, ‘I’ll try to explain the way not to die. In the East Sea there is a bird named the slackbird. These birds flap and flutter as if unable to fly. They fly up only when drawn along by the flock and roost only when pressed by others. When flying forward, they’re afraid to go first; when flying back, they’re afraid to be last, when eating, they’re afraid to take the first taste, always choosing the leftovers. So no one is excluded from their ranks, and outsiders can never harm them, and in this way they avoid trouble. The straight tree is cut down first; the sweet well dries up first.

‘As to you, your aim is to embellish your knowledge to impress the ignorant and cultivate yourself to show how corrupt others are, all bright and brilliant as if marching around with the sun and moon in your hands,* and so you can’t avoid trouble. I once heard a person of great achievement say, “Those who boast about themselves have no achievement;* those whose achievements are complete will fall; those whose fame is complete will suffer loss”. Who can dispense with achievement and fame and return to the ranks of ordinary people?* [For such a person,]

The Way flows everywhere without clearly settling anywhere;
Virtue proceeds without dwelling in fame.*
Plain and ordinary, almost like a simpleton,
He erases his tracks, renounces his powerful position, and
Doesn’t pursue achievement and fame.


Thus he demands nothing from others, while others demand nothing from him. The ultimate person has no renown. Why do you delight in it?’

Confucius said, ‘Excellent!’ He took leave of his friends, dismissed his disciples, and escaped to a great wilderness, where he dressed in rough clothing and furs and ate nuts and berries. He could go among the animals without disturbing the herd and among the birds without disturbing the flock. Since even birds and beasts didn’t loathe him, how much less would people! (20/28–37)

20.5  Confucius asked Zǐsānghū,* ‘I was twice banished from Lǔ, a tree was chopped down on me in Sòng, my tracks were erased in Wèy, I was in desperate straits in Shāng and Zhōu, and I was surrounded between Chén and Cài.* I’ve encountered all these troubles, my relatives and acquaintances are more and more distant, and my friends and disciples are more and more scattered. Why?’

Zǐsānghū said, ‘Haven’t you heard about the fugitive from Jiǎ? Lín Huí gave up a jade disc worth a thousand gold and ran off carrying his infant child on his back. Someone said, “Was it because of the money? An infant isn’t worth much money. Was it because of the burden? An infant is a great burden. Why did you give up a jade disc worth a thousand gold and run off carrying your infant child on your back?” Lín Huí said, “That one I was joined to for profit; this one I belong with by heaven”. Well, when those joined by profit encounter misfortune and distress they forsake each other. When those who belong with each other by heaven encounter misfortune and distress, they shelter one another. Sheltering one another and forsaking each other are far apart indeed. The relationships of the gentleman are bland like water; those of the petty person are sweet like syrup; but for the gentleman, blandness leads to intimacy, while for the petty person, sweetness leads to estrangement. Having come together for no particular reason, they part for no particular reason’.

‘I respectfully accept your instructions’, said Confucius, and he ambled home, free of cares. He broke off his studies and gave away his books, and although his disciples no longer bowed before him, their love for him increased all the more.

Another day, Sānghū said further, ‘When Shùn was about to die, he instructed Yú, “Be careful! As to outward form, the best is to follow along with things; as to feelings, the best is let them lead. If you follow along with things, you won’t separate from them; if you let your feelings lead, you won’t wear yourself out. If you neither separate from things nor wear yourself out, then you don’t seek to refine your outward bearing; if you don’t seek to refine your outward bearing, you certainly won’t depend on other things’. (20/37–45)

20.6  Zhuāngzǐ passed by the king of Wèi wearing patched clothing of coarse cloth, his shoes held together by twine. The king of Wèi said, ‘Sir, why are you in such distress?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘It’s poverty, not distress. If a person possess the Way and Virtue but can’t carry them out, that’s distress. Tattered clothes and worn-out shoes is poverty, not distress.* This is what’s called failing to chance on the right time. Your highness, haven’t you seen leaping monkeys? If they’re in a forest of nanmu, catalpa, oak, and camphor,* they catch and swing from the branches, wholly at home among them. Even the legendary archers Yì and Péng Méng can’t spot them. But if they’re in an orchard of mulberry, jujube, spiny orange, or goji trees,* they move warily, looking from side to side, quivering in trepidation. It’s not that their sinews and bones lose their suppleness because of the pressure. It’s that they’re stuck in an awkward situation in which they can’t display their abilities. Now if we’re stuck between a benighted ruler and disruptive ministers yet want to avoid distress, how can we succeed? Isn’t Bǐ Gān’s getting his heart cut out* a clear enough example?’ (20/45–50)

20.7  Confucius was in desperate straits between Chén and Cài and for seven days ate no cooked food.* With his left hand, he leaned against a withered tree, while with his right hand he struck it with a withered stick and sang an air of the House of Biāo. He had an instrument to play but couldn’t keep the beat; he sang the notes but couldn’t stay in tune. The dissonant sound of the wood and his voice matched the feelings in people’s hearts.

Yán Huí, standing politely with his hands clasped, turned his eyes to look at him. Fearing that out of admiration for him Yán would exaggerate the situation or that out of love for him Yán would grieve, Confucius said, ‘Huí, being unaffected by losses from heaven is easy; being unaffected by gain from humanity is hard. There is no beginning that isn’t also an ending. Humanity and heaven are one. The one who was singing just now—who is it?’*

Huí said, ‘May I ask how being unaffected by losses from heaven is easy?’

Confucius said, ‘Hunger and thirst, cold and heat, hardship that blocks the way—these are the workings of heaven and earth, runoff from the movement of things. This is what we’re referring to when we speak of passing away with everything. In serving as someone’s minister, we dare not forsake the person. If merely in upholding the Way of a minister we’re like this, how much more so should we be in how we wait upon heaven!’*

‘What do you mean by being unaffected by gain from humanity is hard?’

Confucius said, ‘When you are first employed, everything comes easily. Rank and salary both come without end. But the benefits that come with things do not belong to oneself. I dub them what is external.* Gentlemen do not rob; worthies do not steal. If I were to take these things as my own, what would that make me?! So it’s said, “Among birds none is wiser than the swallow. If its eye falls on an unsafe place, it doesn’t give it a second glance; even if it drops its food, it abandons it and flies off. It fears people yet steals its way among them and makes its home there”.*

‘What do you mean there is no beginning that isn’t also an ending?’

Confucius said, ‘Whatever transforms the myriad things without knowing what will replace what—how would we know where it all ends? How would we know where it begins? We can only make ourselves upright and await what comes, that’s all’.

‘What do you mean by humanity and heaven are one?’

Confucius said, ‘That there is humanity is due to heaven; that there is heaven is also due to heaven. That humanity is unable to possess heaven is due to our inherent nature.* Sages peacefully embody the process of passing on and so reach their end’.* (20/50–61)

20.8  Zhuāng Zhōu was wandering about the forest preserve at Eagle Hill when he spotted a strange magpie flying from the south, with a wingspan of seven feet and eyes an inch across.* It swept against his forehead and alighted in a chestnut grove.

Zhuāng Zhōu said, ‘What bird is this?! It’s got huge wings but doesn’t fly high and big eyes but can’t see where it’s going’. He hitched up his robe and hurried after it, holding his crossbow and preparing to shoot. He caught sight of a cicada that had just then found a lovely spot of shade and forgotten about its safety.* A praying mantis hiding behind a leaf snatched it, at the sight of gain forgetting to protect its own body. The strange magpie in turn took advantage of the mantis, at the sight of profit forgetting what it genuinely was.* Startled, Zhuāng Zhōu said, ‘Ah! Things inevitably entangle each other, different kinds of creatures inviting trouble from one another’. He threw down his crossbow and ran home, as the preserve warden chased after, scolding him.*

Zhuāng Zhōu arrived home and was unhappy for three days.* Accordingly, Lìn Jū asked him, ‘Sir, why have you been so unhappy recently?’ Zhuāng Zhōu said, ‘In attending to physical form,* I forgot about my self. In looking at the turbid water,* I got confused about the clear depths. Moreover, I’ve heard you say that when one enters a place, one follows its customs.* Now I went wandering in Diāolíng and forgot about myself. A strange magpie swept against my forehead and wandered into the chestnut grove, forgetting what it really was, and the warden of the chestnut grove insulted me. That’s why I’m unhappy’. (20/61–8)

20.9  While travelling to Sòng, Yángzǐ* lodged for the night at an inn. The innkeeper had two concubines, one beautiful, one ugly. The ugly one he valued, while the beautiful one he disdained. Yángzǐ asked the reason for this. The innkeeper’s boy said, ‘The beautiful one considers herself beautiful, so we don’t notice her beauty; the ugly one considers herself ugly, so we don’t notice her ugliness’.

Yángzǐ said, ‘Disciples, remember this. If you practice worthy conduct while ridding yourself of the practice of considering yourself worthy, where can you go and not be loved?!’ (20/68–70)


Book 21

Tián Zǐfāng

21.1  Sitting in attendance on Marquis Wén of Wèi, Tián Zǐfāng often admiringly mentioned Xī Gōng. Marquis Wén said, ‘Is Xī Gōng your teacher?’

Zǐfāng said, ‘No, he’s my neighbour. In speaking of the Way he’s often on the mark, so I mention him.’

Marquis Wén said, ‘So have you no teacher?’

Zǐfāng said, ‘I have’.

‘Who’s your teacher?’

Zǐfāng said, ‘Shùnzǐ Eastwall’.

Marquis Wén said, ‘So why have you never mentioned him?’

Zǐfāng said, ‘As a person, he is genuine.* He has the appearance of a human but the emptiness of heaven. He follows along with things while preserving what is genuine and maintains purity while accommodating things. When things lack the Way, merely by straightening his countenance, he enlightens people, making their contrary intentions vanish. How could I be fit to mention him?’

Zǐfāng left. Stunned, Marquis Wén didn’t speak for the rest of the day. Then he called over the ministers standing in attendance and said to them, ‘How far off is the gentleman of complete Virtue!* At first, I considered words of sagely wisdom and conduct that’s benevolent and righteous to be the ultimate. Having heard about Zǐfāng’s teacher, my body falls apart and won’t move, my mouth is clamped and won’t speak. What I’ve been studying is merely crude clay figurines,* and the state of Wèi indeed simply ties me down’. (21/1–7)

21.2a  While travelling to Qí, Wēnbó Xuězǐ lodged in Lǔ, and a man of Lǔ requested to see him. Wēnbó Xuězǐ said, ‘No. I’ve heard the gentlemen of the central states know all about propriety and duty but are backward in understanding people’s minds.* I don’t want to see him’.

He arrived in Qí, and on his way home again lodged in Lǔ, where the same man again requested to see him. Wēnbó Xuězǐ said, ‘On the way, he requested to see me, and now he again requests to see me. This fellow must have something he wants to edify me with’.

He went out to see the guest, then came in and sighed. The next day, he saw the guest again, and again he came in and sighed. His servant said, ‘Every time you see this guest, you always come in and sigh. Why?’

‘As I told you before, the people of the central states know all about propriety and duty but are backward in understanding people’s minds. This fellow who just saw me steps forward and backward perfectly in line with the arc of a compass or the angle of a set square, his bearing now like a dragon, now like a tiger. He remonstrated with me as a son would and guided me as a father would. That’s why I sighed’. (21/7–12)

21.2b  Confucius saw him and said nothing.* Zǐlù said, ‘Master, you’ve long wanted to see Wēnbó Xuězǐ, but now that you’ve seen him you say nothing. Why?’

Confucius said, ‘Someone like this, wherever he casts his eyes, the Way is present,* leaving no room for anything to say’. (21/12–14)

21.3  Yán Yuān asked Confucius, ‘Master, when you walk, I walk too; when you jog, I jog too; and when you run, I run too. But when you take off so fast your feet no longer touch the dusty ground, I’m left simply staring after you’.*

Confucius said, ‘Huí, what are you talking about?’

‘When you walk, I walk too—you speak, and I speak too. When you jog, I jog too—you dispute, and I dispute too. When you run, I run too—when you speak of the Way, I speak of the Way too. As to when you take off so fast your feet no longer touch the dusty ground, leaving me simply staring after you—you are trusted without speaking, you are all-embracing without taking sides,* and you attract throngs of people without holding implements of rank—all without knowing how you do so’.

Confucius said, ‘Ah, mustn’t we look into this! There is no greater sorrow than the death of the mind, even the death of the person being second to it. The sun emerges from the east and sets in the western limits, and none of the myriad things fail to orient themselves by it. All creatures with eyes and feet depend on this to carry out their work, being present when it emerges and disappearing when it sets. The myriad things are all this way: there’s something they depend on to die and something they depend on to live. Once we receive this completed bodily form, it remains unchanged until its end,* moving in response to things, day and night without gaps,* without our knowing where it will end. Filling out, our bodies take form, and we know fate cannot be spied out in advance*—this is why I simply pass on, day after day.

‘I’ve spent my whole life arm in arm with you yet have failed to make you understand—isn’t that sad? You probably noticed what I presented to attract notice, but that’s already finished, and for you to seek it as if it existed is like seeking a horse in an empty market. In attending to you, I forget you completely; in attending to me, you too forget me completely.* Still, why should you be troubled? Although we forget the old me, there is still something present in me that doesn’t forget’.* (21/18–24)

21.4  Confucius went to see Lǎo Dān.* Fresh from a bath, Lǎo Dān had let his hair down and was waiting for it to dry, sitting so still it seemed he wasn’t human. Confucius stood off to the side waiting for him and then after a while presented himself and said, ‘Did my eyes deceive me or was it real? Just now, sir, your body was as stiff as a withered tree, as if you’d left things behind, departed from humanity, and stood alone in solitude.*

Lǎo Dān said, ‘I was letting my mind wander in the beginning of things’.*

Confucius said, ‘What’s that?’

‘The mind is dumbfounded by it, unable to understand; the mouth gapes at it, unable to speak. I’ll try to discuss for you the rough direction of it. The ultimate yīn is solemn and frigid; the ultimate yáng is brilliant and blazing; the solemn and frigid emerges from heaven, the brilliant and blazing issues from earth.* The two interconnect, forming a harmony, from which things are generated. Something sets the guidelines for all this, but we never see its form.* Diminishing and growing, filling and emptying, now dark, now bright, changing by the day and transforming by the month, each day it does various things without anyone seeing its works. Life sprouts from somewhere; death returns to somewhere. Beginnings and endings reverse each other without any breaks, while no one knows where it ends. If not this, what else is the ancestral source of it all?’*

Confucius said, ‘May I ask about wandering in this?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘To attain this is to achieve ultimate beauty and happiness; someone who attains ultimate beauty and wanders in ultimate happiness is called the ultimate person’.

Confucius said, ‘May I hear the details?’

‘Grass-eating beasts do not fret over a change of pasture; water-born creatures do not fret over a change of waters. They proceed through minor changes without losing their overall constancy, and delight and anger, sorrow and joy do not enter their chests. Now the world is that in which the myriad things are one.* If you attain that in which they are one and identify with it, your four limbs and hundred parts will be as dust and dirt, and death and life, ending and beginning will be as day and night, nothing being able to disturb you—least of all the distinctions between gain and loss or good and bad fortune! Discarding a menial is like discarding a chunk of mud, as you know your self is more valuable than a menial. Value lies in oneself and is not lost in change.* The myriad changes proceed without ever coming to an end—what in any of this is enough to trouble the mind? Those who practice the Way are released from all this’.*

Confucius said, ‘Sir, your Virtue matches that of heaven and earth, yet still you provisionally borrow these ultimate words to cultivate the mind.* Among the gentlemen of antiquity, could anyone have done without this?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘It’s not like that. The fluidity of water is not from its taking any action but just how its capacities are, in themselves.* The Virtue of the ultimate person is such that without his cultivating it, others can’t help being drawn to him.* It’s like heaven being high of itself, earth being thick of itself, and the sun and moon being bright of themselves. What is there to cultivate?!’*

Confucius went out and told Yán Huí about this. ‘In relation to the Way, aren’t I like a gnat in a jar of vinegar? Had the master not opened the lid of the jar for me, I’d have never known the whole extent of heaven and earth’. (21/24–38)

21.5  Zhuāngzǐ saw Duke Āi of Lǔ.* Duke Āi said, ‘In Lǔ there are many Ruists* but few who pursue your approach, sir’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘There are few Ruists in Lǔ’.

Duke Āi said, ‘The whole state dresses in Ruist attire. How can you claim there are few?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘I’ve heard that the Ruists wear a round cap to show they understand the seasons of heaven, square shoes to show they understand the shape of the earth, and a half-disc belt ornament to show they are decisive in handling affairs. But gentlemen who possess a particular Way don’t necessarily wear particular attire, and those who wear the attire don’t necessarily understand the corresponding Way. My duke, if you really consider it otherwise, why not proclaim throughout the state that anyone who wears the attire without possessing the corresponding Way will be punished with death?’

Accordingly, Duke Āi proclaimed this, and after five days no one in Lǔ dared to wear Ruist attire except a single old fellow who stood at the duke’s gate in Ruist garb. The duke then summoned him to ask about state affairs, and through a thousand turns and a myriad twists he was never at a loss to answer.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘If throughout the state of Lǔ there’s only a single Ruist, can we say there are many?’ (21/38–44)

21.6  Rank and salary never entered the mind of Bǎilǐ Xī,* and so when he fed cattle, they grew fat, leading Duke Mù of Qín to forget about his lowly status and hand the government over to him. Life and death never entered the mind of the man of Yǒuyú,* and so he was able to move others. (21/44–5)

21.7  Lord Yuán of Sòng wanted to have some pictures painted. The various clerks all arrived, received their instructions, and took their places, licking their brushes and mixing their ink, so many of them that half remained outside. One clerk arrived late, dawdling along in no hurry, and received his instructions but didn’t take his place, instead returning to his lodging. The duke sent someone to see what he was doing, and he’d taken off his clothing and was sitting there naked with his legs crossed. The lord said, ‘He’ll do! He is a genuine painter’. (21/45–7)

21.8a  King Wén was on an inspection tour in Zāng when he saw an old fellow fishing, yet the man fished without fishing. He wasn’t someone who held his fishing rod and undertook to fish. He fished as if it were a constant part of his activity.*

King Wén wished to elevate him to office and hand over the government to him, but he feared the high ministers and his senior clansmen would be uneasy about it. Then he wished to conclude the matter and let it go, but he couldn’t bear that the common people would go without such heaven-like guidance. Accordingly, in the morning he told the grand officers, ‘Last night in a dream I saw a good man, with dark complexion and beard, riding a dappled horse with hooves that were scarlet on one side. He called to me, ‘Entrust your government to the old man of Zāng, and perhaps the people will be healed’.

The various grand officers, taken aback, said, ‘It was our late king’.

King Wén said, ‘So then let us perform a divination to see what to do’.

The various grand officers said, ‘Your highness, it was the late king’s command, there is nothing more to consider. Why perform divination about it?’

Consequently the king welcomed the old man of Zāng and handed over the government to him. No changes were made to the regulations and laws; no one-sided decrees were issued. After three years, when King Wén went on an inspection tour of the state, the ranks of officials had broken up their cliques and disbanded their factions, senior officials did not pursue individual merit,* and no one dared bring non-standard measures across the borders. Since the ranks of officials had broken up their cliques and disbanded their factions, all identified with their superiors; since senior officials did not pursue individual merit, all worked together; since no one dared bring non-standard measures across the borders, the various lords were not of two minds.*

At this King Wén promoted the old man to grand preceptor, and, facing north as his disciple, asked him, ‘Can your government be extended to all the world?’ The old man of Zāng dumbly avoided answering, vaguely mumbled excuses, and took his leave. In the morning he received King Wén’s orders, and by nightfall he’d disappeared, never to be heard from again for the rest of his life. (21/47–55)

21.8b  Yán Yuān asked Confucius, ‘Didn’t King Wén fall short! And why did he resort to a dream?’

Confucius said, ‘Hush! Don’t talk! King Wén fulfilled it all—what’s the point in criticizing him? He was simply following along with the needs of the moment’. (21/55–7)

21.9  Liè Yùkòu was demonstrating his archery for Uncle Dark Nobody.* He drew the bow to its full extent, balanced a cup of water on his elbow, and released the shot. As soon as the arrow was on its way, another was nocked in its place, and as soon as the second arrow went off, a third was nocked and ready. The entire time, he stood still as a statue.

Uncle Dark Nobody said, ‘This is the shooting that shoots, not the shooting that doesn’t shoot. Let’s try climbing a high mountain and stepping onto a dangerous rock overlooking a chasm a hundred fathoms deep. Can you shoot then?’

At this Uncle Nobody climbed a high mountain and stepped onto a dangerous rock overlooking a chasm a hundred fathoms deep. He turned around and shuffled backward until his feet were hanging two-thirds over the edge. He invited Yùkòu to come forward, but Yùkòu had fallen to the ground, sweat dripping down to his heels.

Uncle Dark Nobody said, ‘The ultimate person peers into the azure sky above, descends to the Yellow Springs below, and roams unrestrained to the limits of the eight directions, all with his spirit and vital breath unchanged. Now you’re so terrified you have a dazed look in your eyes. It’ll be hard for you to hit the target now!’* (21/57–61)

21.10a  Jiān Wú asked Sūnshú Áo,* ‘You were made prime minister three times without feeling honoured and dismissed three times without looking disturbed. At first I doubted you, but now I see how relaxed your breathing is. What distinctive way do you have of applying your mind?’

Sūnshú Áo said, ‘How am I any better than other people?! I took it that its coming couldn’t be held off, its going couldn’t be stopped. I didn’t look upset simply because I hold that gain and loss are not my self.* How am I any better than anyone else?!

‘Also, I wonder, does the honour lie in the position or in me? If it lies in the position, then it’s not in me; if it lies in me, then it’s not in the position.* Self-fulfilled and at ease, I gaze about in the four directions. What leisure do I have to attend to whether people honour or despise me?’ (21/61–6)

21.10b  Confucius heard about it and said, ‘The genuine person of antiquity could not be persuaded by the wise, seduced by the beautiful, robbed by bandits, or befriended by Fú Xī and the Yellow Emperor. Life and death are indeed great matters, but they bring no change to him*—how much less do rank and salary! The spirit of such a person passes through great mountains without hindrance, dives into deep springs without getting wet, dwells in the lowest, humblest places without distress, and fills heaven and earth. The more they give to others, the more they have themselves’. (21/66–8)

21.11  The king of Chǔ was sitting with the lord of Fán. After a short while, the king’s attendants said three times that Fán was destroyed.

The lord of Fán said, ‘The destruction of Fán isn’t enough for me to lose what I preserve. If the destruction of Fán isn’t enough for me to lose what I preserve, then the preservation of Chǔ isn’t enough for you to preserve what you preserve. Looking at it this way, Fán hasn’t been destroyed and Chǔ hasn’t been preserved’. (21/68–70)


Book 22

Knowledge Wandered North

22.1  Knowledge wandered north to the banks of the Dark Water, climbed the hills of Hidden Rise, and happened to meet Nonacting Notalk. Knowledge said to Nonacting Notalk, ‘I want to ask you something: What should we think about, what should we deliberate over to know the Way? Where should we dwell, what practices should we pursue to settle in the Way? What should we follow, what should we take as guidance to attain the Way?’

He asked three questions, but Nonacting Notalk didn’t answer. It wasn’t that he didn’t answer but that he didn’t know how to answer.

Failing to get answers to his questions, Knowledge returned south of Bright Water, climbed up to Solitary Openness, and saw Wildly Bent there. Knowledge asked these questions of Wildly Bent, who said, ‘Ah! I know it. I’ll tell you’. But although in his mind he wanted to speak, he forgot what he wanted to say.

Failing to get answers to his questions, Knowledge returned to the Imperial Palace, where he saw the Yellow Emperor and asked him. The Yellow Emperor said, ‘Have no thoughts, no deliberation, and you’ll start to know the Way. Dwell nowhere, pursue no practices, and you’ll start to settle in the Way. Follow nothing, take nothing as guidance, and you’ll start to attain the Way’.

Knowledge asked the Yellow Emperor, ‘You and I know this, but the other two don’t. Which of us is right?’

The Yellow Emperor said, ‘That Nonacting Notalk has really got it right. Wildly Bent roughly gets it, and you and I in the end aren’t even close. Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know;* and so the sage practices an unspoken teaching.* The Way cannot be communicated; Virtue cannot be made to come.* Benevolence can be practiced; righteousness can be deficient; ceremony is mutual artifice. So it’s said:

‘Only when the Way is lost is there Virtue; only when Virtue is lost is there benevolence; only when benevolence is lost is there righteousness; only when righteousness is lost is there ceremony. Ceremony is the flowery ornamentation of the Way and the beginning of disorder’.*

So it’s said:

‘In practicing the Way, one loses something daily. One loses and then loses more, until reaching the point of taking no action. One takes no action yet nothing is undone’.*

‘Now that we are already creatures, isn’t it difficult to return to the root?* Surely only the Great Person could find it easy! Life is the follower of death, death the beginning of life. Who knows what regulates them? People’s life is due to an accumulation of vital breath. When it accumulates, we live; when it disperses, we die. If life and death are followers of each other, then what is there for us to worry about?

‘So the myriad things are one.* What we find beautiful in this we consider spirited and wonderful; what we find ugly, foul and rotten. The foul and rotten transforms back into the spirited and wonderful; the spirited and wonderful transforms back into the foul and rotten. So it’s said that all the world is connected into a single, unified vital breath. Thus the sage values the One’.

Knowledge said to the Yellow Emperor, ‘When I asked Nonacting Nontalk, he didn’t reply. It wasn’t that he didn’t reply but that he didn’t know how to reply. When I asked Wildly Bent, although in his mind he wanted to tell me, he didn’t tell me. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t tell me; it was that in his mind he wanted to tell but then forgot it. Now that I ask you, you know the answers. So how are you not even close?’

The Yellow Emperor said, ‘The first one genuinely got it right because he didn’t know. The next one roughly got it because he forgot it. You and I in the end aren’t even close because we know it’.

When Wildly Bent heard about this, he took the Yellow Emperor to be knowledgeable about speech.* (22/1–16)

22.2  Heaven and earth possess great beauty yet do not speak; the four seasons follow clear standards but do not discuss them; the myriad things have patterns by which they form but do not explain them. The sage traces the beauty of heaven and earth and masters the patterns of the myriad things. So the ultimate person takes no action and the greatest sage does not initiate—which is to say they observe heaven and earth.*

Now as they with their ultimately refined spirit-intelligence transform with them a hundred times over,* things are already dying or living, square or round, and no one knows their root. Proliferating everywhere, since antiquity the myriad things have inherently been present.* The six directions are vast but never depart from within it; an autumn hair is tiny yet relies on it to take form.* Nothing in the world does not sink and float; to the end of their lives, nothing is fixed. The yīn and yáng forces and the four seasons proceed, each in its sequence. Dim and obscure, it seems absent yet is present; flowing forth, it takes no form yet is spirited; the myriad things are reared by it without their knowing. This is called the fundamental root, by which we can observe heaven. (22/16–21)

22.3  Gaptooth asked Master Reedcoat about the Way.* Master Reedcoat said, ‘Make your body upright, focus your vision, and the harmony of heaven will arrive; gather your knowledge, focus your attitude, and spirits will come to lodge.* Virtue will make you beautiful;* the Way will reside in you. You will see things innocently, like a newborn calf, without seeking the reasons for them’.

Before he’d finished speaking, Gaptooth fell asleep. Master Reedcoat was greatly pleased and walked away singing:

Body like withered bones,
Mind like dead ashes.
His knowing of things is genuine,
Not sustaining himself by reasons.
Dim and dark, dark and dim,
Mindless, you can’t plan anything with him.
What kind of person is this?! (22/21–5)


22.4  Shùn asked Chéng, ‘Can one gain possession of the Way?’

‘Your own body isn’t your possession. How could you gain possession of the Way?’

Shùn said, ‘If my body isn’t my possession, who possesses it?!’

‘It is a physical form entrusted to you by heaven and earth. Life isn’t your possession; it’s a harmony entrusted by heaven and earth.* Your nature and fate aren’t your possession; they’re parts of the flow entrusted by heaven and earth. Your children and grandchildren aren’t your possessions; they’re moulted skins entrusted by heaven and earth. So you proceed along without knowing where you go, stay still without knowing what you cling to, and eat without knowing what you taste—this is all the workings of the powerful vital breath of heaven and earth. How could you possibly gain possession of it?!’ (22/25–8)

22.5  Confucius asked Lǎo Dān,* ‘Today we are at leisure, may I ask about the ultimate Way?’

Lǎo Dān said, ‘You must practice austerities to clear out your mind, cleanse your vital spirit, and smash up your knowledge. The Way is profound and difficult to speak of! I’ll speak of its rough outlines for you.

‘Brightness is born from darkness;
the ordered is born from the formless;
vital spirit is born from the Way;
bodily form is originally born from vitality,


and the myriad things give birth to one another through form.

‘So those with nine openings are born from the womb; those with eight openings are born from eggs.

‘Their coming has no traces, their going has no limits, extending without gates or walls in all directions.

‘Those who follow this path find their four limbs strong, their thoughts far-reaching, their ears and eyes keen and acute. They apply their mind without labouring and respond to things without obstruction.

‘Heaven cannot but be high
Earth cannot but be broad
The sun and moon cannot but proceed
The myriad things cannot but flourish


—isn’t just this the Way?*

‘Moreover, since broad learning does not entail knowledge and cleverness in dispute does not entail wisdom,* the sage cuts these off. What can be added to without increasing and taken from without decreasing, this is what the sage preserves. Deep, deep, it’s like the ocean; towering, lofty, it’s like a mountain.* Ending, then beginning again, carrying and containing the myriad things while neglecting none. (As to the Way of the gentleman, isn’t it external to this?)* The myriad things all go to it for sustenance yet it never runs short—isn’t just this the Way?

‘There are people in the central states, neither yīn nor yáng,* who dwell between heaven and earth temporarily as people but will return to their ancestral source. Viewed from what is fundamental, life is a mere puff of vital breath. Although there are the long- and short-lived, how far apart are they? It’s merely a moment, as they say. How is it enough to deem Yáo or Jié right or wrong?

‘Fruits and melons have patterns;* the norms of human relations, although difficult, are how we engage with one another. The sage encounters them without going against them and passes beyond them without clinging to them. Responding to them with attunement is Virtue; responding to them with alignment is the Way—how sovereigns flourish and kings arise.

‘People’s lives between heaven and earth are like a white colt passing a crack in a wall—a sudden instant and it’s over. Pouring, surging, nothing fails to issue forth; flowing, clearing, nothing fails to drain back in. Having transformed and been born, we transform again and die. Living creatures grieve it; humanity mourns it. Yet it is only removing one’s heavenly bow case, tossing away one’s heavenly scabbard.* Scattering! Dispersing! The yáng and yīn vitalities will depart, the body following them in a grand return!

‘The unformed taking on form, the formed returning to the unformed—these are what people all know about, not what those aiming to arrive attend to. This is what the common crowd all discuss. Those who have arrived don’t discuss this; to discuss it is to fail to arrive.

‘Looking clearly, one will not encounter it,
so silence is better than distinction-drawing.
The Way can’t be heard,
so blocking the ears is better than listening.


This is called Great Attainment’. (22/28–43)

22.6  Master Eastwall asked Zhuāngzǐ, ‘What we call the Way, where is it?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘There’s nowhere it’s not’.

Master Eastwall said, ‘You’ve got to specify what you’re talking about’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘It’s in mole crickets and ants’.

‘How can it be in something so low?’

‘It’s in grass and weeds’.

‘How can it be in something even lower?’

‘It’s in tiles and bricks’.

‘How can it be in something so extremely low?’

‘It’s in shit and piss’.

Master Eastwall didn’t answer.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Sir, your questions simply don’t get to the substance of the matter. When Director Huò asked the market inspector how to test hogs with his foot, he was told the lower you press, the more clearly you can tell how fat they are.* Just stop assuming the Way must be in any particular place; there’s nothing it leaves behind. The ultimate Way is like this, as are words of the largest scope: “universally”, “everything”, and “all”—these three are different names for the same things. Their referents are one and the same.*

‘Let’s go wandering with one another in the palace of nothing-at-all, considering how everything all merges together, never reaching an end anywhere! Let’s practice non-action with one another! Placid and still! Quiet and pure! Attuned and at ease! Emptying our intent, heading nowhere in particular and not knowing where we will arrive, coming and going without knowing where we will stop—we’ve already been there and back without knowing where it ends. Loitering in the boundless vastness, where even great knowledge enters without knowing where it reaches its limits. What things things has no boundary between it and things;* it’s the boundaries things have that we call the boundaries of things. These are unbounded boundaries, boundaries that draw no boundaries. We speak of filling and emptying, growth* and decline, but it does the filling and emptying without itself being full or empty; causes the growth and decline without itself growing or declining; makes roots and tips without being root or tip; and causes gathering and dispersing without itself gathering or dispersing’. (22/43–52)

22.7a  Lovely Lotus Sweet and Divine Farmer were studying together under Old Dragon Lucky. Divine Farmer leaned against his armrest, door closed, having a nap. At midday Lovely Lotus Sweet burst open the door, came in, and said, ‘Old Dragon Lucky is dead!’ Leaning on his armrest, Divine Farmer pushed himself up with his staff, then threw the staff down with a clatter and laughed, ‘Our heavenly master knew how vulgar and lazy I am, so he abandoned me and died. It’s all over. The master died without leaving any mad words to enlighten me’. (22/52–4)

22.7b  Yǎn Gāng heard about it, came to mourn,* and said, ‘Someone who embodies the Way has all the gentlemen of the world attaching themselves to him. Now as to the Way, even someone who hasn’t settled in one-ten-thousandth of the tip of an autumn hair of it knows enough to hide his mad words when he dies,* let alone someone who fully embodies the Way! Looked at, it is formless; listened for, it is soundless; those who discuss it with people call it dark obscurity—this is how we discuss the Way, but it is not the Way’. (22/54–7)

22.7c  At this, Grand Purity asked Endless, ‘Do you know the Way?’

Endless said, ‘I don’t know’.

He then asked Nonaction. Nonaction said, ‘I know the Way’.

‘In your knowledge of the Way, is there a sequence of items?’

‘There is’.

‘How does the sequence go?’

Nonaction said, ‘I know the Way can be noble or can be lowly, can assemble or can disperse—this is what I know of the sequence of the Way’.

Grand Purity asked Beginningless about this statement. ‘Given this, which of Endless’s not knowing and Nonaction’s knowing is right and which is wrong?’

Beginningless said, ‘Not knowing is deep, knowing is shallow. Not knowing it is internal; knowing it is external’.*

At this, Grand Purity looked up* and exclaimed, ‘Not knowing it is knowing! Knowing is not knowing! Who knows the knowing that doesn’t know?’

Beginningless said, ‘The Way can’t be heard; what’s heard isn’t it. The Way can’t be seen; what’s seen isn’t it. The Way can’t be spoken; what’s spoken isn’t it. Do you know that what forms forms has no form?* The Way fits no name’.* (22/57–63)

22.7d  Beginningless said, ‘Someone who answers when asked about the Way doesn’t know the Way, and the person who asked about the Way also hasn’t heard the Way. The Way admits of no questions,* and questions about it have no answers. To ask about something that admits of no questions is for questioning to reach its limit.* To answer what has no answer is to have nothing within. Those who use what has nothing within to address questions that reach their limit lack a view of the cosmos without and are unaware of the Supreme Beginning within. Thus they cannot pass through the Kūnlún mountains or wander in the supreme emptiness’. (22/63–5)

22.8  Shining Light asked Nonexistence, ‘Sir, do you exist? Or do you not exist?’

Getting no answer, Shining Light looked closely at his appearance, which was like a distant void. All day Shining Light looked at him without seeing anything, listened to him without hearing anything, and reached for him without getting hold of anything.*

Shining Light said, ‘The ultimate! Who can reach this level! I can grasp the existence of non-existence but not the non-existence of non-existence. To attain the non-existence of non-existence*—how does one arrive at this?!’ (22/65–8)

22.9  The grand marshal’s sword smith was eighty years old and never erred by even the tiniest amount. The grand marshal said, ‘Is it that you’re skilled? Or do you have some special Way?’

‘I maintain focus. From age twenty, I’ve been fond of sword making and ignored everything else—if it’s not a sword, I don’t attend to it’.

In this case, the user of something depends on not using other things in order to extend the use,* and how much more would this hold for someone who has nothing they don’t use?* What thing would not offer sustenance to them?* (22/68–70)

22.10  Rǎn Qiú asked Confucius, ‘Can we know about the time before heaven and earth existed?’

Confucius said, ‘We can. The past is like the present’.

At a loss as to how to continue his questions, Rǎn Qiú withdrew. The next day he saw Confucius again and said, ‘Yesterday I asked “Can we know about the time before heaven and earth existed?” and you, master, said “We can. The past is like the present”. Yesterday I felt clear about this but today I’m in the dark. May I ask what you were asserting?’

Confucius said, ‘Yesterday you felt clear about it because the spirit in you first took it in. Today you feel in the dark—is this because you’re also trying to seek it with the non-spirit part of you? There is no past, there is no present; there is no beginning, there is no ending. For there to be descendants before there’ve been [a previous generation of] descendants, is that possible?’*

Rǎn Qiú didn’t respond. Confucius said, ‘It’s enough that you didn’t answer. Don’t take death to arise from life; don’t take life to die from death. Do death and life depend on something? There is something in which they both join as a single whole. Is something that arises before heaven and earth a thing?* What things things is not a thing.* The emergence of things cannot occur prior to things, because there are things they come from,* and there being things they come from goes on without end. That the sage’s care for others never ends also rests on this’.* (22/70–6)

22.11  Yán Yuān asked Confucius, ‘Master, I’ve heard you say, “Neither welcome things nor send them off”.* May I ask about this way of wandering?’

Confucius said, ‘The people of antiquity transformed outwardly but not inwardly. The people of today transform inwardly but not outwardly.* Those who transform along with things have one side of them that does not transform.* They are at ease in transformation and in non-transformation; they are at ease in getting along with things, surely avoiding excess in dealing with things. [So we have] Mr Xǐwéi’s park, the Yellow Emperor’s garden, Mr Yǒuyú’s palace, and Tāng’s and Wǔ’s halls.* In the past, people who were gentlemen, such as the masters of the Ruists and the Mohists, attacked each other with “this” and “not”, and how much more serious is it with the people of today! The sage deals with things without injuring them. Someone who does not injure things, things in turn cannot injure. Only someone who nowhere causes injury can come together with others to welcome and send off one another.

‘Mountain forests! Country meadows! They make us happy and joyful! But before the joy is finished, sorrow takes its place. We can neither ward off the coming of sorrow and joy nor stop them from leaving. How sad, that the people of the world are merely inns for things. They understand what they encounter but not what they don’t encounter; they’re able to do what they’re able but they’re unable to do what they’re unable. Ignorance and inability are what people certainly can’t avoid. To strive to avoid what people can’t avoid—how could that not be sad?! The finest speech is to do away with speech; the finest action is to do away with action. What ordinary knowing knows is shallow indeed’.* (22/76–84)


The Mixed Books


Book 23

Gēngsāng Chǔ

23.1a  Among the pupils of Lǎo Dān there was one Gēngsāng Chǔ, who had attained part of Lǎo Dān’s Way and went off to live by it in the Sheerwall Mountains in the north. He dismissed any of his stewards with flashy smarts and distanced himself from any of his maids who held fast to benevolence, instead living with plain and simple people and employing those who were rough and direct. After he lived there for three years, Sheerwall had an especially bountiful harvest, and the people of Sheerwall said to each other, ‘When Master Gēngsāng first came, we were startled and considered him odd. Now it turns out that, when we measured him over the short term, he seemed inadequate, but over the long term he proved more than enough. Surely he’s virtually a sage! Why don’t we worship him like an ancestor and build a shrine to him as we do for the gods of soil and grain?’

Hearing about this, Master Gēngsāng felt uneasy about the prospect of facing south over the people as their leader.* His disciples considered this odd. He said, ‘Why do you consider this odd of me? When the vital breath of spring issues forth, the hundred plants grow; when autumn reaches its height the myriad treasures are harvested. How could spring and autumn be like this without anything prompting it? It’s because of how the way of heaven proceeds. I’ve heard that the ultimate person lives as quietly as a corpse in a small chamber while the common people rush about helter-skelter without knowing where they’re headed. Now for the little people of Sheerwall to presume among themselves to serve me up a place of honour among the worthies, I must have been showing off. This is why, considering the teachings of Lǎo Dān, I feel uneasy’.

A disciple said, ‘It’s not like that. In a ditch a few feet wide, a giant fish doesn’t have room to turn around, but minnows and loaches can turn this way and that. On a hill a few paces high, a giant animal doesn’t have room to hide, but a sly fox finds it advantageous. Besides, honouring the worthy and rewarding the capable, putting the excellent and advantageous first—it’s been like this since Yáo and Shùn in antiquity, so how much more should the people of Sheerwall do so? Sir, by all means do as they ask’.

Gēngsāngzǐ said, ‘Come here, little one. A beast large enough to swallow a carriage, were it to leave the mountains alone, couldn’t avoid the misfortune of being captured in a net. A fish large enough to swallow a boat, were it splashed up out of the water, could be tormented even by ants. So birds and beasts don’t tire of heights, while fish and turtles don’t tire of depths. People who keep their bodily form and their life whole conceal themselves; they simply don’t tire of being deep or far off.

‘Moreover, how are those two—Yáo and Shùn—worth praising? With respect to drawing distinctions, these two were like someone madly poking a hole in a wall to plant brambles and weeds inside, selecting only certain hairs to comb, or counting grains of rice to cook—how could such trivia be enough to save the world? Elevate the worthy, and the people strive against each other; employ the knowledgeable, and the people rob each other. These several things aren’t fit for edifying the people. The people are so driven by profit that sons will kill their fathers, subjects will kill their rulers, and they will rob in broad daylight and tunnel through walls at high noon. Let me tell you, the root of great disorder surely grows from the time of Yáo and Shùn, and its branches will still exist a thousand generations from now. A thousand generations from now there will surely be people who eat one another’.* (23/1–16)

23.1b  Taken aback, Nánróng Chú sat up straight and said, ‘What sort of training can someone my age, who is already old, undertake to attain what you’ve been talking about?’

Gēngsāngzǐ said, ‘Keep your bodily form whole, preserve your life, and don’t let your thoughts fret and fuss. If you can do this for three years, you can attain what we’ve talked about’.

Nánróng Chú said, ‘I know of no difference in the form of their eyes, yet the blind can’t see with theirs. I know of no difference in the form of their ears, yet the deaf can’t hear with theirs. I know of no difference in the form of their mind, yet the mad can’t get possession of theirs. People’s physical forms are indeed similar to one another, but something may separate them, such that although they each want to seek something, they can’t each attain it. Now you tell me, “Keep your bodily form whole, protect your life, and don’t let your thoughts fret and fuss”. I strive to hear the Way but it reaches only my ears’.

Gēngsāngzǐ said, ‘I’ve explained all I can. It’s said that mud wasps can’t transform bean caterpillars and Yuè chickens can’t hatch swan eggs, although Lǔ chickens certainly can. It’s not that the Virtue of one kind of chicken is different from another, but some are able and some not—they inherently have greater or lesser capacities. Now my capacities are lesser and inadequate to transform you. Why don’t you go south to see Lǎozǐ?’ (23/16–23)

23.1c  Carrying provisions, after seven days and seven nights Nánróng Chú arrived at Lǎozǐ’s place. Lǎozǐ said, ‘Did you come from Gēngsāng Chǔ’s place?’

Nánróng Chú said, ‘Yes’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘Why did you come with such a crowd of people?’*

Startled, Nánróng Chú looked behind himself.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘You don’t know what I’m talking about?’

Nánróng Chú looked down in shame, then looked up and sighed, ‘Now I’ve forgotten my answer, and so I’ve let slip what I was going to ask’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘What are you talking about?’

Nánróng Chú said, ‘If I don’t know something, people say I’m an idiot, while if I do know, I bring trouble on myself. If I’m unbenevolent, I harm others, while if I’m benevolent, I bring trouble on my person. If I’m unrighteous, I injure others, while if I’m righteous, I bring trouble on me. How can I escape this? These three points are what I worry about. So at Gēngsāng Chǔ’s recommendation I wanted to ask you about them’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘A moment ago when I saw the expression on your face, I understood you. Now what you say confirms it. You’re bewildered, like someone who’s lost their parents and picks up a fishing pole to try to find them in the sea. You’re a lost person, perplexed and adrift! You want to return to your characteristic nature but have no route in. How pitiful!’

Nánróng Chú asked to come in and retire to the students’ quarters, where he worked on gathering his strengths and eliminating his faults. After ten days of tormenting himself, he met with Lǎozǐ again.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘You’ve been purifying yourself, so why are you so depressed? That being the case, your faults are still welling up within you. When you can’t get control of outward disruptions, lock them out from within; when you can’t get command of inward disruptions, lock them in from without. If disrupted both within and without, even those with the Way and Virtue can’t sustain themselves, let alone someone still getting their footing in the Way’.

Nánróng Chú said, ‘When a villager gets sick and his neighbours ask about it, he’s able to describe his sickness. But a person who recognizes his sickness as a sickness isn’t wholly sick.* My learning about the Great Way, on the other hand, is like drinking medicine that only makes the sickness more severe. I simply want to hear guidelines for preserving life’.

Lǎozǐ said, ‘The guidelines for preserving life—

Can you embrace the One? Can you keep from losing it?*

Can you know the auspicious and inauspicious without divination?

Can you stop [where you should stop]? Can you end [where you should end]?

Can you set it aside in others and instead seek it in yourself?

Can you be carefree? Can you be pure and simple?

Can you be a child? A child howls all day without becoming hoarse, the ultimate in harmony.* It clutches things all day without its hands cramping, because it concentrates its Virtue. It stares all day without its eyes blinking, as it is not partial towards anything outside it. It walks without knowing where it is going, dwells without knowing what it is doing, complying with things as it shares the same wave with them. Just these are the guidelines for preserving life’.

Nánróng Chú said, ‘So then is just this the Virtue of the ultimate person?’

‘No. This is what’s called the melting of the ice and thawing of the frost. Can you do it? As to the ultimate person, they join with others in obtaining sustenance from earth and joy from heaven, without clashing with others over matters of persons or things, benefit or harm, without treating each other as unusual, without scheming against each other, without making trouble for each other. Carefree they go, pure and simple they come back—these are called the guidelines for preserving life’.

‘So then is that the ultimate?’

‘No. I originally told you, “Can you be a child?” A child moves without knowing what it’s doing and walks without knowing where it’s going. Its body is like a branch of a withered tree, its mind like dead ashes.* For someone like this, misfortune never arrives, nor does fortune come. Without either fortune or misfortune, how can there be any human-wrought calamities?’ (23/23–42)

23.2a* When empty space is supremely settled, a heavenly light is emitted.* When the heavenly light is emitted, humans are revealed as the humans they are, and things are revealed as the things they are. When someone has cultivated this, they can attain constancy. Someone with constancy attracts people to shelter with them, while heaven assists them. Someone in whom people take shelter is called a person of heaven; someone whom heaven assists is called a child of heaven. (23/42–4)

23.2b  Those who learn seek to learn what cannot be learned; those who practice seek to practice what cannot be practiced; those who dispute seek to dispute what cannot be disputed. Knowing to stop at what one cannot know is the ultimate.* If there are those who fail to observe this, the equality of heaven* defeats them. (23/44–5)

23.2c  Prepare things to sustain the bodily form; store up unconcern to give life to the mind; maintain reverence within and extend it to others. If you do this and yet a myriad evils arrive, this is all due to heaven, not to the human. It’s not enough to disturb your completeness and it can’t be allowed into the soul platform.* The soul platform sustains itself without knowing what it sustains, which cannot be deliberately sustained. (23/45–7)

23.2d  If you act without manifesting self-integrity, every action will miss the mark. If affairs intrude and you cannot set them aside, every move will fail. (23/47–8)

23.2e  If you engage in misconduct in clear, open view, humans will catch and punish you; if you engage in misconduct in a dark, hidden place, the ghosts will catch and punish you. Only if you understand both humanity and ghosts can you proceed on your own. (23/48–9)

23.2f  Those who attend to themselves act without regard for fame; those who attend to what is outside set their aim on the expectation of material gain. Those who act without regard for fame possess a constant light; those who set their aim on the expectation of material gain are but merchants. Others see them straining on their toes, while they take themselves to have great stature. (23/49–50)

23.2g  Those who thoroughly go along with things induce things to turn to them. Those who resist things are unable to accommodate even themselves—how can they accommodate others? Those who are unable to accommodate others have no one close to them; those with no one close to them have cut themselves off from other people. No weapon is more lethal than the intent; even the legendary sword Mò Yé ranks below it. No enemy is greater than the yīn and yáng energies; nowhere in the world can you escape them. But it’s not yīn and yáng that harm us; it’s our own mind that causes it. (23/50–2)

23.3a* The Way connects [all things]. Their division is formation;* their formation brings about damage.* What’s detestable about dividing is that the divisions are taken to be complete, all in place; what’s detestable about them being taken to be complete, all in place, is that there exist other ways of taking them to be complete.* (23/52–3)

23.3b  So [if a person’s spirit] emerges without returning, their ghost appears; if it emerges and attains something, this is called attaining death. Extinguished yet persisting as something substantial, this is a type of ghost. It has become fixed using what has form to represent the formless.* (23/53–4)

23.3c  It emerges without any origin and enters without any opening. It is substantial but not located anywhere in particular; it has duration but does not originate or end anywhere. What emerges from somewhere without any opening is substantial. What is substantial without being located anywhere in particular is the cosmos; what has duration without originating or ending anywhere is time.* (23/54–6)

23.3d  There is something from which things are born, into which they die, from which they emerge, into which they enter. We enter and emerge without seeing its form—this is called the gate of heaven. The gate of heaven is non-existence. The myriad things emerge from non-existence. Existence cannot become existence by means of existence; it must issue from non-existence, while non-existence is always non-existence. Sages conceal themselves in this. (23/56–8)

23.4  The people of antiquity, their knowledge reached a limit.* Where did it reach? Some of them held that there’ve never been things—the ultimate, limiting stance, which cannot be taken further. Next there were those who held there are things; they took life to be a loss, death to be a return, and in this way drew a distinction.* The next said that ‘At first nothing existed; then there was life; living, we soon die; take non-existence as the head, life as the body, and death as the rump; who knows that existence and non-existence, death and life are one whole—I will be friends with them’.*

Although these three standpoints are different, they share a common clan, just as the Zhǎo and the Jǐng surnames, based on their offices, and the Jiǎ surname, based on its territory, are not identical [but are all branches of the Chǔ royal clan]. (23/58–62)

23.5  To have life is to be stained with grime, facing a teeming hodgepodge of shifting standards of ‘this’.* We try to explain ‘shifting “this”’, but it’s not something that can be explained; even if we do, it can’t be known.* At the midwinter sacrifice, the tripe and hooves of the butchered animal can be separated on different vessels but cannot really be separate, [as they are parts of the same sacrificial offering]. When we inspect a house, we walk around the chambers and shrines but also visit the toilet. [In such cases,] what we mention when we deem ‘this’ is a case of shifting ‘this’.*

Let me try to explain shifting ‘this’. It takes life to be the basis, knowing to be one’s guide, and accordingly rides along with a particular way of distinguishing ‘this’ and ‘not’. As a result, names and objects are paired with each other, and accordingly we take ourselves to be factually correct [about how we distinguish ‘this’ and ‘not’]. This makes people all consider themselves the proper standard, to the point that they will sacrifice their lives for their standards. People like this take being employed to be wisdom and unemployed to be foolishness; they take success to bring a good reputation and failure to bring disgrace. Applying shifting ‘this’ to the people of today, they are the same as the cicada and young dove in considering the same whatever they deem the same.* (23/62–6)

23.6  If you step on someone’s foot in the market, you politely apologize for your carelessness. If it’s your elder brother, you just say ‘Oops!’ If it’s your parents, you don’t say anything. So it’s said:

The ultimate propriety is sometimes not to treat others as people.*
The ultimate righteousness doesn’t thing.*
The ultimate wisdom doesn’t plan.
The ultimate benevolence holds no one close.*
The ultimate trust dispenses with collateral. (23/66–7)


23.7* Remove the disturbances to the intent; release the ties of the mind; eliminate the burdens to Virtue; clear out the obstructions to the Way.

Honour and wealth, eminence and authority, fame and profit—these six are disturbances to the intent. Appearance and bearing, beauty and articulateness, temperament and attitude—these six are ties of the mind. Aversions and wants, delight and anger, sorrow and joy—these six are burdens to Virtue. Rejecting and pursuing, receiving and giving, knowledge and ability—these six are obstructions to the Way. When these four sets of six items no longer roil within your chest, you will be upright; upright, you will be still; still, you will be clear; clear, you will be empty; empty, you take no action yet nothing is undone. (23/67–70)

23.8  The Way is what Virtue reveres. Life is the light of Virtue. Inherent nature is the material of life. The movement of inherent nature is called ‘action’. Action that is contrived is called ‘failure’. Knowing is connecting.* Knowledge is the ability to think things through. What knowing doesn’t know is like peering sideways.* Movement arising from what is inevitable is called ‘Virtue’.* Movement in which nothing does not come from oneself is called ‘good order’. The names contrast with each other but the objects conform to each other. (23/70–2)

23.9a  The archer Yì was skilled at hitting a tiny target but clumsy at getting people not to praise him. The sage is skilled at the heavenly and clumsy at the human. To be skilled at the heavenly and also adept at the human—only the Whole Person is capable of that. Only animals can be animals because only animals can conform to heaven. The Whole Person has no heaven, nor humanity’s heaven, let alone our questions about what is heaven or the human.* (23/72–4)

23.9b  If a single sparrow approached Yì, he’d certainly catch it—that was the power of his archery. If all the world were a cage, then the sparrows would have nowhere to escape. Thus Tāng caged Yī Yǐn by making him a cook, and Duke Mù of Qín caged Bǎi Lǐ Xī by offering him five sheep skins. Thus there’s never been anyone who was caught except by caging them with what they liked. (23/74–6)

23.10  A solitary person* rejects prevailing standards of conduct, as they have put criticism and praise outside themself. A convict climbs heights without fear, as they have left life and death behind. Free of fear and shame, they have forgotten the human, and by forgetting the human they have become people of heaven. So they are neither delighted to be respected nor angry to be insulted—only someone who has assimilated to the harmony of heaven can be like this. If one brings forth anger without being angry, the anger issues from non-anger. If one brings forth action without acting, then the action issues from non-action. To be still, pacify your vital breath; to be spirit-like, let your mind follow along with things; for your actions to be on the mark, follow along with the inevitable. The kind of thing that is inevitable is the Way of the sage.* (23/76–9)


Book 24

Ghostless Xú

24.1a  Through Rǔ Shāng’s arrangements, Ghostless Xú* had an audience with Marquis Wǔ of Wèi. Marquis Wǔ comforted him, saying, ‘Sir, you must be exhausted. You’ve suffered from the exertion of living in the mountain forests and so were willing to come see me’.

Ghostless Xú said, ‘It’s I who must comfort you, my lord. What is there for you to comfort me about? If you gratify your sensual desires and indulge your likes and dislikes, the characteristic features of your nature and fate will be distressed. But if you restrain your sensual desires and guide your likes and dislikes, your senses will be distressed. I shall comfort you—what is there for you to comfort me about?’

Irritated, Marquis Wǔ didn’t answer.

After a short while, Ghostless Xú said, ‘Let me tell my lord how I assess hunting dogs. The lowest quality seize their prey, eat their fill, and no more. This is the Virtue* of wildcats. The middling quality act as if they’re looking up at the sun. The highest quality act as if they’ve lost their identity. But I’m even better at assessing horses than I am at assessing dogs. When I assess horses, if they make straight tracks that match a measuring line, arcs that match a curve, angles that match the set square, and circles that match the compass, these qualify as the finest horses in the state, but they don’t compare with the finest horses in the world. The finest in the world are complete in their capacities; they look still and vacant, as if they’ve lost their identity; horses like these gallop so fast they rise above the dust, without knowing where they run to’. Marquis Wǔ was greatly pleased and laughed.

Ghostless Xú went out, and Rǔ Shāng said, ‘Sir, what special counsel did you offer our lord? What I draw on in counselling him is, when speaking in a more roundabout way, the Songs, Documents, Rites, and Music, and when speaking more directly, the Metal Tablets and Six Bowcases. I’ve submitted countless major, effective proposals, but he’s never once cracked a smile. Now how did you counsel him, to make him so delighted?’

Ghostless Xú said, ‘I just told him how I assess dogs and horses, that’s all’.

Rǔ Shāng said, ‘That’s all?’

‘Have you never heard about the man who was exiled from Yuè? After he’d left his homeland for a few days, he was delighted to see an acquaintance. After he’d left his homeland for a few weeks, he was delighted to see anyone he’d ever even seen back home. After a year, he was delighted to see anyone who merely resembled someone from back home. Isn’t this because the longer we’re away from someone, the more deeply we miss them? Consider someone who flees to a wasteland, where the pigweed and goosefoot choke off even the weasel tracks. After a prolonged stay there, the person will be delighted simply to hear the tread of human footsteps, let alone the cheerful chatter of their brothers or family by their side! How long indeed it’s been since anyone has spoken the words of a genuine person in cheerful chatter by our lord’s side!’ (24/1–13)

24.1b  Ghostless Xú had an audience with Marquis Wǔ, who said, ‘Sir, long have you lived in the mountain forest, eating acorns and chestnuts and getting your fill of scallions and leeks, while neglecting me. Are you here now because you’re old? Or is it that you want to enjoy the taste of wine and meat? Or is it that you bring blessings to our altars of soil and grain?’*

Ghostless Xú said, ‘I was born into poverty and would never venture to drink or eat my lord’s wine or meat. I’ve come to comfort you’.

The lord said, ‘What? Why comfort me?’

‘To comfort your spirit and bodily form’.

Marquis Wǔ said, ‘What are you talking about?’

Ghostless Xú said, ‘Heaven and earth nurture all things as one. Those who climb high can’t be considered greater; those who dwell below can’t be considered lesser. My lord you alone are the ruler of a myriad chariots, but you use your status to make the people of the entire state suffer to provide for your sensory enjoyment. Yet your spirit will not permit this for itself. The spirit prefers harmony and loathes dissipation. Dissipation is a disease, so I am comforting you about it. But why are only you susceptible to this disease?’

Marquis Wǔ said, ‘I’ve wanted to meet you, sir, for a long time. I wish to care for the people and lay down arms for the sake of righteousness. Is this possible?’

Ghostless Xú said, ‘No. Caring for the people is the beginning of harming them. Laying down arms for the sake of righteousness is the origin of manufacturing arms. If you act from these concerns, I’m afraid you won’t succeed. Any fine accomplishment is only an instrument of evil. Although you may undertake benevolence and righteousness, you’ll be only a short step from hypocrisy! One situation surely creates another; success surely brings failure; inward alteration surely brings outward conflict. [On the other hand,] you mustn’t assemble your forces in formation amid your beautiful towers or amass your infantry and cavalry in the Palace of the Black Altar—do not lodge failure in success. Don’t seek to defeat others through guile, scheming, or battle. Killing others’ people and annexing their lands to satisfy one’s selfish interests and spirit—I wonder what good such a war is? Where does victory lie? It would be best for you to cease all of this and instead cultivate the integrity within your chest so that you can respond to the facts of the world without disrupting things. That way, the people will already have escaped death. What need will you then have for laying down arms?’ (24/13–25)

24.2  The Yellow Emperor was going to meet Great Clump* at Thatch Mountain. Fāng Míng was his driver, Chāng Yú rode alongside, Zhāng Ruò and Xí Péng led the horses, while Kūn Hūn and Gǔ Jī followed behind. When they reached the wilds of Xiāngchéng, the seven sages all got lost and had no one to ask the way. They happened to meet a boy herding horses and asked him for directions.

‘Do you know Thatch Mountain?’

‘Yes’.

‘Do you know where Great Clump is?’

‘Yes’.

The Yellow Emperor said, ‘What an unusual boy! You not only know Thatch Mountain, you also know where Great Clump is. Let me ask you how to manage the world’.

The boy said, ‘Oh, managing the world is just like this, that’s all. What’s there to do? When I was little, while wandering within the six reaches of the world, I happened to get blurred vision, and an elder taught me, “Ride the carriage of the sun to wander in the wilds of Xiāngchéng”. Now my vision has recovered a bit, and I’ve returned again to wandering, this time beyond the six reaches. Managing the world is just like this, that’s all. What’s there for me to do?’

The Yellow Emperor said, ‘Well, managing the world indeed isn’t your business. Still, may I ask how to manage it?’

The boy declined to answer, but the Yellow Emperor asked again.

The boy said, ‘How is managing the world any different from herding horses?! Simply eliminate whatever harms the horses, that’s all’.

The Yellow Emperor bowed twice and kowtowed, praised the boy as a heavenly master, and withdrew. (24/13–33)

24.3  Learned scholars are unhappy without pursuing the turns of thought; disputers are unhappy without following the sequences of discussion; inquirers are unhappy without investigating the details of affairs. All of them are confined by things.

Those who attract the attention of the age rise in court; ordinary people glory in holding office; the physically strong are proud to handle challenges; the courageous are inspired by troubles; those skilled with weapons enjoy battle; the dried and withered rest in their reputation; those competent in law extend good order; those expert in ceremony revere comportment; those devoted to benevolence and righteousness value social relations.

Without the work of cultivation, farmers are not content; without the business of markets, merchants are not happy. When ordinary people have employment from morning to night they are encouraged; when the various artisans are skilled with their devices and machines they thrive. When their wealth doesn’t accumulate, the greedy are anxious; when their power doesn’t stand out, the ambitious are sad.

These followers of status and wealth enjoy upheaval. If they encounter an opportunity in which there’s something to which they can apply themselves, they cannot refrain from acting. They all follow along with the times, fixated on one sort of thing.* They strain their bodily form and inherent nature and drown themselves in the myriad things, never turning back their entire life. How sad! (24/33–8)

24.4  Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘If an archer were called skilled for hitting a target not specified in advance,* then all the world would be master archers like Yì. Is that claim allowable?’

Huìzǐ said, ‘Yes’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘If there’s no objective standard of right in the world, and each person considers right whatever they deem right,* then all the world would be sages like Yáo. Is that claim allowable?’

Huìzǐ said, ‘Yes’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘So then the Ruists, the Mohists, Yáng, Bǐng,* and yourself make five. Which is ultimately right? Or is it like the case of Lǔ Jù? His disciple said, “I’ve attained your Way, master. I can make a cauldron boil in winter and can make ice in summer”. Lǔ Jù said, “This is merely using yáng to attract yáng, yīn to attract yīn. It’s not what I call the Way. I’ll show you my Way”. At this, he tuned two zithers, placing one in the main hall and one in an inner chamber. When he struck the note gōng on one, gōng resonated on the other; when he struck the note jué on one, jué resonated on the other, because the notes and pitch of the two instruments were the same. Now if someone changed the tuning of one string so that it was different from any note on the scale and struck it, and all twenty-five strings on the other zither resonated, this wouldn’t be because that note was different from other sounds but simply because it was the master note.* Is your case like this?’

Huìzǐ said, ‘But if the Ruists, Mohists, Yáng, and Bǐng engage with me in disputes, refuting each other with our rhetoric, rebutting each other with our voices, and I’m never wrong—then how is that?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘A man of Qí sold his son into service in Sòng as a gatekeeper, despite the mutilation;* he sought a fancy bell but then wrapped it in cloth;* and he sought his lost son without ever leaving town—[in all three cases,] he failed to grasp how to handle different kinds of things appropriately.* A man of Chǔ reproached the gatekeeper where he lodged, and then in the middle of the night when no one was around got into a fight with a ferryman, inciting enmity even before the ferry reached the shore’.* (24/38–48)

24.5  Zhuāngzǐ was attending a funeral when he passed by Huìzǐ’s tomb. He turned and said to his attendants, ‘There was a man of Yǐng who would smear a bit of plaster as thin as a fly’s wing on the end of his nose and have Carpenter Shí slice it off. Carpenter Shí would whirl his axe around so fast it whipped up a wind and slice as requested, completely removing the plaster while leaving the nose unharmed, as the man of Yǐng stood there perfectly composed. Hearing about it, Lord Yuán of Sòng summoned Carpenter Shí and said, “Try to do it for me”. Carpenter Shí said, “As for my part, I used to be able to do it. But my ‘material’ died long ago”. Since Huìzǐ died, I’ve no one to be my material, no one to talk to’. (24/48–51)

24.6  When Guǎn Zhòng fell ill, Duke Huán went to see how he was. ‘Father Zhòng, your illness is serious. I cannot forbear from asking, if you become critically ill, to whom could I entrust the state?’

Guǎn Zhòng said, ‘My duke, to whom do you want to entrust it?’

The duke said, ‘Bào Shūyá’.

‘No. As a person, he is pure, honest, and good. But he won’t associate with those who aren’t his equal, and once he hears of others’ faults, he never forgets. If you let him govern the state, above he will rein you in, while below he will defy the people. It wouldn’t be long until he offended you’.

The duke said, ‘So then who would do?’

He replied, ‘If you insist, Xí Péng could do. As a person, he forgets those above him and doesn’t bother those below him. He is ashamed not to be the equal of the Yellow Emperor and pities those who aren’t his equal. Those who share their Virtue with others are called sages; those who share their wealth with others are called worthies. Those who lord their worthiness over others never win them over; those who apply their worthiness to humble themselves before others never fail to win them over. Regarding the state, there are things he doesn’t want to hear about; regarding his family, there are things he doesn’t care to see. If you insist, Xí Péng could do’. (24/51–7)

24.7  The king of Wú was boating on the Yangtze river and stopped to climb Monkey Mountain. When the crowd of monkeys saw him, they stopped what they were doing and ran off in fright, vanishing into the deep thickets. There was one monkey among them who leaped and swung about the branches unconcerned, showing off his agility to the king. The king shot at him, and the monkey deftly snatched the flying arrow. The king ordered his attendants to rush over to shoot it, and the monkey then died.

Turning to talk to his friend, Yán Bùyí, the king said, ‘Flaunting its agility and relying on its dexterity, this monkey showed contempt for me and so perished like this. Be careful! Ah! Never let your appearance display arrogance to others!’

When he returned home, Yán Bùyí became a pupil of Dǒng Wù in order to work on his appearance, eliminating haughty displays of smugness or stature. After three years, the people of the state praised him. (24/57–61)

24.8  Zǐqí Southwall* sat leaning against an armrest, looking up at the sky and exhaling slowly. Entering the room, Yánchéngzǐ saw him and said, ‘Sir, you are the finest of creatures. Can the body indeed be made like a withered tree, the mind like dead ashes?’*

‘I used to live in a mountain cave. At that time, Tián Hé* once came to see me, and the population of Qí three times congratulated him for it. I must have first possessed something in order for him to find out about it; I must have been hawking something for him to come shopping for it.* If I didn’t possess it, how could he find out about it? If I wasn’t hawking it, how could he come shopping for it? Alas! I pitied those who lose themselves; I also pitied those who pity others; and I also pitied those who pity others’ pity.* Later, day by day I became more and more removed from all that’. (24/61–5)

24.9  Confucius went to Chǔ, where the king of Chǔ held a banquet in his honour. Sūnshú Áo stood by holding a wine vessel, while Yíliáo Marketsouth, having received his wine, poured a libation and said, ‘Ah, the people of antiquity! On this sort of occasion, they would say a few words’.*

Confucius said, ‘Me, I have heard of speech that doesn’t speak but have never spoken it, so I’ll try to speak some here. Yíliáo Marketsouth juggled balls and the difficulty between two houses was resolved; Sūnshú Áo had a pleasant nap holding a feather fan and the people of Chǔ laid down their arms.* I wish I had a mouth that went on and on’.*

That there is called the Way that doesn’t guide; this here is called distinctions that aren’t spoken.* So the ultimate is for Virtue to assimilate to what the Way unifies as one, while speech stops at what knowing doesn’t know.* What the Way unifies as one, Virtue cannot encompass;* what knowing cannot know, distinction-drawing cannot mention. To name things as the Ruists and Mohists do is dangerous.

So the sea is the greatest of things because it never declines the eastward flow of water into it. The sage jointly embraces heaven and earth, their bounty reaching all the world, without anyone knowing who they are. Thus in life they hold no rank, in death no posthumous title; they accumulate no riches and establish no reputation; this is called the Great Person.* Dogs don’t qualify as excellent because they’re good at barking, people don’t qualify as worthy because they’re good at speaking—how much less do they qualify as great?! Undertaking greatness isn’t sufficient to be great, and how much less is it sufficient to be Virtuous?! Now nothing is as great as heaven and earth, yet do they pursue anything to make their greatness so comprehensive? Someone who understands comprehensive greatness seeks nothing, loses nothing, discards nothing, nor changes themself for anything. They return to themselves without encountering limits, conform to antiquity without friction—this is the pure integrity of the Great Person. (24/65–73)

24.10  Zǐqí had eight sons. He lined them up in front of him and summoned Jiǔ Fāngyīn, saying, ‘Read my sons’ features for me. Which will be fortunate?’

Jiǔ Fāngyīn said, ‘Kǔn will be the most fortunate’.

Delightedly surprised, Zǐqí said, ‘How so?’

‘Kǔn will enjoy the diet of a prince his whole life’.

Bursting into tears, Zǐqí said, distressed, ‘What will my son do to arrive at this extreme?’

Jiǔ Fāngyīn said, ‘Enjoying the diet of a prince brings bounty that extends throughout one’s three clans, let alone one’s parents! Now you hear of this and weep—this will repel the good fortune. The son is auspicious, but the father inauspicious’.

Zǐqí said, ‘Yīn, how are you able to know that Kǔn will be fortunate? All you know is that wine and meat will enter his nose and mouth, but how is that enough to know where they come from? I’ve never been a shepherd, yet a ewe gave birth in the southwest corner of my house; I’ve never been fond of hunting, yet a quail hatched its eggs in the southeast corner. If these aren’t anomalies, what are they? Where I wander with my sons is between heaven and earth. Together with them I seek joy from heaven and sustenance from earth. I don’t join with them in undertaking affairs, hatching schemes, or doing anything unusual. Together with them I mount the pure integrity of heaven and earth so that they don’t come into conflict with things. Together we are wholly carefree and indifferent, so that they don’t have to worry about always finding what’s most appropriate for one affair or another.

‘Yet now there is this worldly recompense. Any time there is an anomalous sign, there must be some anomalous conduct that led to it—we’re in danger! This isn’t the fault of my son and me; it’s probably bestowed by heaven. This is why I wept’.

Not long afterwards he dispatched Kǔn to Yàn on some business, and along the way Kǔn was captured by bandits. Selling him with his body in one piece would be more difficult than if he had a foot chopped off, so they amputated his foot and sold him into slavery in Qí, where he was made a gatekeeper for Duke Kāng,* yet got to eat meat till the end of his life. (24/73–84)

24.11  Gaptooth happened to meet Xǔ Yóu* and said, ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m getting away from Yáo’.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Yáo is so devoutly benevolent I’m afraid he’ll become the laughing-stock of the world. In later generations might it even come to people eating one another?!* The people are not difficult to gather around oneself. Care about them and they’ll be affectionate; benefit them and they’ll come to you; praise them and they’ll be encouraged to strive; deliver what they dislike and they’ll disperse. Care and benefit issue from benevolence and righteousness, but those who practice benevolence and righteousness without dwelling on them are few, while those who seek to profit from benevolence and righteousness are many. If the practice of benevolence and righteousness is insincere, they become instruments of brutish greed. Thus a single person who seeks to benefit the world on his own arbitrary judgement is like someone who’s got only a quick, incomplete glimpse of things. Yáo understands how the worthy benefit the world but doesn’t understand how they harm the world. Only those who have put worthiness outside themselves understand that’. (24/84–8)

24.12a  There are the smugly self-satisfied, the complacently comfortable, and the bent and burdened.

The ones called smugly self-satisfied study the words of a single teacher and then, all smug and self-satisfied, are privately pleased with themselves, considering themselves to have learned enough, without understanding that they’ve hardly begun to learn anything. Thus we call them smugly self-satisfied.

The complacently comfortable—lice on a pig are this type. They choose a spot with sparse bristles and consider it a spacious palace or large park, in the creases and folds of the haunches or hooves, between the teats, or the thighs and legs, considering themselves to have found a secure and advantageous home, without knowing that one morning the butcher will drum his arms chopping up the pig, spread out dry grass, and light a fire, and they’ll be roasted along with the pig. These thrive with their surroundings and decline with their surroundings. These are what we call the complacently comfortable.

The bent and burdened is the sage-king Shùn. Mutton doesn’t yearn for ants, but ants yearn for mutton, because it reeks. Shùn’s conduct reeked, so the common people were pleased by it. Thus the three places he moved each became a capital, and when he reached the wilds of Dèng, he had over a hundred thousand families with him. Yáo heard about Shùn’s worthiness and elevated him from the barren lands, saying, ‘We hope to receive the bounty of his coming’. When Shùn was elevated from the barren lands, he was advanced in years, his hearing and eyesight failing, yet he couldn’t retire and return home. He was what we call the bent and burdened. (24/88–95)

24.12b  Thus the spirit-person dislikes the arrival of a crowd. If a crowd arrives, he doesn’t ally with them, and not allying with them, he doesn’t benefit them. So he is neither extremely close to nor extremely distant from anyone. He embraces Virtue and cultivates harmony so as to follow along with the world. This is called the genuine person.*

As to ants, he abandons knowledge; as to fish, he learns to reckon; as to mutton, he abandons intention.*

He uses his eyes to see his eyes, his ears to hear his ears, his mind to recover his mind. Someone like this when level is as straight as a measuring line, when changing follows along with things. The genuine people of antiquity applied heaven to attend to the human, without letting the human intrude on the heavenly—the genuine people of antiquity.* (24/95–8)

24.13  To take it is to live, to fail to take it is to die; to take it is to die, to fail to take it is to live—this is medicine. Such medicines as monkshood, balloon flower, cockscomb, and umbrella polypore, taken at the right time, are sovereign—how can words describe it!

King Gōujiàn of Yuè fled to Mount Kuàijī with three thousand armed troops, and only Wén Zhǒng was able to know how to preserve his defeated state, yet Wén Zhǒng didn’t know what would later bring him grief.* So it’s said, the owl’s eyes are apt for certain conditions; the crane’s shins have certain proportions, and cutting them would bring it grief.

So it’s said, a river is diminished when the wind blows over it and when the sun shines on it, but even if both wind and the sun stay on the river, to the river there’s never been any disruption, because it simply draws on its sources and continues on its way.

So water cleaves tightly to soil; a shadow cleaves tightly to a person; things cleave tightly to each other.

So the eye is a danger to vision, the ear is a danger to hearing, the mind is a danger to intelligence. Any ability is a danger to its underlying faculty,* and once the danger takes form it is too late to correct it. Misfortunes develop in increasing number; reversing them takes great effort and achieving results takes time. Yet people consider these abilities precious to them. Isn’t it sad?! So states perish and people are massacred without cease, all because people don’t know enough to inquire into this sort of thing.

So although the feet tread on only a small part of the earth, only because they rely on the parts they don’t stand on can they walk far and wide. Although people’s knowledge is meagre, only because they rely on what they don’t know can they come to know what talk of heaven refers to. To know the great one, know the great yīn, know the great eye, know the great evenness, know the great approach, know great trust, know great stability—this is the ultimate. The great one connects things, the great yīn resolves them, the great eye sees them, the great evenness follows along with them, the great method embodies them, the great trust verifies them, the great stability maintains them. Reaching the end, there is heaven; following along, there is illumination; in darkness, there is a hinge; at the beginning, there it is.

One’s resolving it is like not resolving it; one’s knowing it is like not knowing it; only by not knowing it does one know it. One’s asking about it cannot be limited, nor can it be limitless. Amid the muddle and confusion there is something substantial that from antiquity until today has never been supplanted or suffered any loss—may we not say there is a grand outline here?! Why not inquire into it? Why are you so confused? To return to non-confusion by resolving confusion with non-confusion, this is the greatest non-confusion. (24/98–111)


Book 25

Zéyáng

25.1 When Zéyáng was wandering in Chǔ, Yí Jié spoke to the king about him but went home before the king gave him an audience.

Zéyáng* saw Wáng Guǒ and said, ‘Sir, why don’t you recommend me to the king?’

Wáng Guǒ said, ‘Gōng Yuèxiū would be better than I’.

Zéyáng said, ‘What does Gōng Yuèxiū do?’

‘In winter, he spears turtles in the rivers, in summer he retires by the mountains. Someone passed by and asked after him, and he said, “This is my home”. Since Yí Jié was unable to arrange an audience for you, how much less would I be able to, as I’m not the equal of Yí Jié. Yí Jié is the kind of person who lacks Virtue but possesses know-how. He lacks self-confidence and so devotes himself to developing social relations,* obsessed with the sphere of wealth and status, which not only fails to complement Virtue but diminishes it. Someone with chills piles on clothing even in spring; someone feverish longs for a cool breeze even in winter. The king of Chǔ is the kind of person who is dignified and stern in bearing and as unremitting as a tiger towards anyone who offends him. If not a sycophant or a person of upright Virtue, who could sway him?*

‘So the sage when facing hardship makes their family forget their poverty and when enjoying success makes kings and dukes forget rank and salary and become humble. In dealing with things, they enjoy themselves together with them; in dealing with people, they take pleasure in connecting with them while preserving themself. So at times without speaking they fill others with harmony and merely by standing alongside them transform them, relations between fathers and sons returning to their proper places, all this being accomplished with ease. This is how far-reaching their effect on people’s hearts is. So I say it’s best to wait for Gōng Yuèxiū’. (25/1–9)

25.2  Sages attain the comprehensive interweaving of all things as one unit without knowing how this is so—this is due to inherent nature. By returning to fate, they are shaken into action, taking heaven as their master, and accordingly people name them sages.

Worrying about knowledge, whatever you do often lasting no time at all, when it comes to a stop, what will you do?*

Others provide a mirror for those born beautiful; if not told of their beauty, they don’t know they’re more beautiful than others. But whether they know it or not, and whether they hear about it or not, their delight never ceases, nor does others’ admiration of them ever cease—this is due to inherent nature.

Others give a name to the sage’s care for others; if they didn’t give it a name, he wouldn’t know he cares for others. But whether he knows it or not, and whether he hears about it or not, his care for others never ceases, nor does others’ finding comfort in him ever cease—this is due to inherent nature. (25/9–14)

25.3a  Gazing upon one’s old state or old city, one feels joyful. Even supposing the hills are covered in weeds and brush that have encroached on nine-tenths, one is still joyful. How much more joyful is it to see or hear what one has seen or heard before—it’s like standing on an eighty-foot tower above the crowd! (25/14–15)

25.3b  Rǎn Xiàng* fit into the socket* by which to follow along with the development of things; he joined together with things so smoothly there was no end or beginning, no breaks or periods. Daily he transformed along with things while one side of him didn’t transform*—why would he ever let go of it? Taking heaven as one’s master yet failing to follow heaven as one’s master and so sacrificing oneself together with other things—why bother making this your business?

For the sage, there’s never been heaven, never been the human, never been a beginning, never been things. They proceed along with the age without replacing anything, the path they proceed by complete and flawless—why would they bother merging with anything?*

When the sage-king Tāng recruited his commander, Ményǐn* Dēng Héng, he appointed him as his tutor and complied with his guidance without being confined by it, learning from him to follow along with the development of things. He managed names for him; the names exceeded the standards; and so both sides were seen.*

Confucius’s thorough considerations functioned as his own tutor.*

As Mr Róng Chéng says, ‘Eliminate the days and there are no years; without the internal there is no external’.* (25/15–20)

25.4  King Yíng of Wèi signed a treaty with Marquis Tián Móu of Qí, but Tián Móu violated it. Furious, Wèi Yíng was about to send an assassin to kill him.

When General Gōngsūn Yǎn heard this, he considered it shameful and said, ‘My lord you are the ruler of a myriad chariots, yet in seeking revenge you act like a commoner. I request to take twenty thousand armoured troops to attack Qí for you, capturing their people and leading away their oxen and horses, so that their ruler’s inward rage is so hot it breaks out on his back. Then we will seize his capital, and after his general, Tián Jì, tries to escape, we will whip his back and break his spine’.

When Jìzǐ heard this, he considered it shameful and said, ‘If we’re building a city wall a hundred feet high, the wall has already reached a hundred feet, and then we smash it, this is something that would embitter the conscripted labourers. Now our forces have been at peace for seven years. This is the foundation of being a good king. Yǎn is a troublemaker. Don’t listen to him’.

When Huázǐ heard this, he was disgusted and said, ‘The one who advocates attacking Qí is a troublemaker; the one advocates not attacking is also a troublemaker; and the one who says the advocates of attacking and of not attacking are troublemakers is yet another troublemaker’.

The king said, ‘So then what do we do?’

‘My lord, simply seek the fitting Way’.

When Huìzǐ heard about it,* he presented Dài Jìnrén to the king. Dài Jìnrén said, ‘There is a creature called a snail. Do you know of it, my lord?’

‘Yes’.

‘There is a state on the snail’s left horn called the House of Bump, and there is a state on the snail’s right horn called the House of Rude, and they regularly go to war with one another over territory, leaving tens of thousands of dead on the ground. The winners pursue the losers for fifteen days before turning back’.

The king said, ‘Hmph! Isn’t this empty talk!’

‘Please let your servant fill in the empty talk for you. Do you think there are any limits to the four directions, up, and down?’

The king said, ‘There are no limits’.

‘Knowing how to let the mind wander in the limitless, when you return to the world as we know it, does it seem barely to exist?’

‘Yes’.

‘Within the world as we know it is the country of Wèi, within Wèi is the city of Liáng, and within Liáng are you, the king. Is there any difference between you, my king, and the House of Rude?’

‘There’s no difference’.

The visitor went out and the king was dejected, as if he’d lost something.

After the visitor left, Huìzǐ went in to see the king. The king said, ‘That visitor is a great man. Even a sage is no match for him’.

Huìzǐ said, ‘Blow into a flute and you get a piping sound. Blow into a sword hilt and you get only a whooshing noise. People praise Yáo and Shùn, but to speak of them in Dài Jìnrén’s presence is like making a whooshing noise’. (25/20–33)

25.5  When Confucius went to Chǔ, he lodged at a stew shop in Ant Mountain. At the neighbouring house, the husband and wife, manservants and maidservants, all climbed up on the roof [to gawk at Confucius]. Zǐlù said, ‘What’s this throng of people doing?’

Confucius said, ‘They are followers of a sage. This one buries himself among the people, concealing himself amid the fields. His reputation fades, but his intent goes on without end. Although his mouth may speak, his heart never speaks. He is turning away from the age, his heart uninterested in joining together with it. This is someone who even on land sinks out of sight—might this be Yíliáo Marketsouth?’*

Zǐlù asked to go call him over.

Confucius said, ‘Enough already! He knows that I am clear about him and knows that I am going to Chǔ. He takes it that I will surely get the king of Chǔ to summon him, and moreover he considers me a glib sycophant. Someone like this is embarrassed even to hear the speech of a sycophant, let alone personally meet one. And why do you assume he’s even there?’

Zǐlù went next door to see him, but the house was empty. (25/33–8)

25.6  The border guard of Tall Tree said to Zǐláo, ‘In running his administration, a ruler shouldn’t be slipshod, in governing the people, he shouldn’t be slapdash. In the past, when I planted grain, I was slipshod in plowing and got a slipshod harvest in return; I was slapdash in weeding and got a slapdash crop in return. The next year I changed my methods. I plowed deeply and harrowed throughly, the grain grew thick and lush, and all year I had plenty of food’.

Hearing about it, Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘In managing their bodies and organizing their minds, many people today are as the border guard said: they flee from the heavenly in them, depart from their inherent nature, wipe out their characteristic features, and lose their spirit, all to go along with the crowd. So in those who are slipshod with their nature, the ills of their wants and dislikes choke off their nature like weeds and rushes. When they first sprout we take them to support our body, but soon they uproot our nature until we erupt all over in leaking ulcers, festering cysts, swollen rashes, internal fever, and greasy urine’. (25/38–43)

25.7* Bó Jǔ was studying with Lǎo Dān. He said, ‘May I go wander about the world?’ Lǎo Dān said, ‘Leave off already! The world is just like it is here’. He asked again to go. Lǎo Dān said, ‘Where will you start?’ He said, ‘I’ll start in Qí’.

Arriving in Qí, he saw an executed criminal there. He pushed and dragged the corpse to lay it out properly, undid his court robes, and covered it with them. Crying out to heaven, he bewailed it, saying, ‘Sir! Oh sir! The world is suffering a great calamity; it’s just that you’ve encountered it first. They say, “Don’t be a robber. Don’t be a murderer”. Only once honour and disgrace are established do we find something to fault; only when goods and wealth are accumulated do we find something to contend over. Now if we establish what people fault and accumulate what they contend over, impoverishing and distressing them to the point they have no time to rest, then even if we wish they won’t end up like this, can it be avoided?

‘The rulers of antiquity credited their successes to the people and their failures to themselves; they credited what was upright to the people and what was crooked to themselves. So if a single person’s body were judicially mutilated, they would withdraw and blame themselves. Nowadays, however, it’s not so. They conceal things yet consider people stupid for not knowing them; they present tasks of the greatest difficulty yet condemn those who dare not attempt them; they impose heavy responsibilities while penalizing those who can’t fulfil them; they set distant goals while punishing those who fail to reach them. When people have exhausted their knowledge and strength, they continue by pretence. As each day more pretence issues forth, how can the gentry or the people avoid pretence? When people’s strength is insufficient, they pretend; when their knowledge is insufficient, they deceive; when their wealth is insufficient, they rob. Whom then shall we blame for acts of robbery and theft?’ (25/43–50)

25.8  By the time Qú Bóyù reached the age of sixty, he’d transformed sixty times. What he began by deeming ‘right’ he never failed at the end to dismiss as ‘wrong’. You never know whether what you now call ‘right’ you won’t later deem ‘wrong’ fifty-nine times over.* The myriad things have something from which they grow, yet no one sees the roots; they have something from which they emerge, yet no one sees the gate. People all honour what their knowing knows, but no one knows to know by relying on what their knowing doesn’t know. Can’t we call this the greatest doubt? Enough! Enough! There is nowhere to escape. Is this what’s called being so in what’s so?* (25/51–4)

25.9  Confucius asked the grand scribes Dà Tāo, Bó Chángqiān, and Xī Wéi,* ‘Duke Líng of Wèy drank and indulged his pleasures so much that he neglected administration of the state; he went out hunting with nets and stringed arrows so often that he disregarded relations with the various lords. Why was he [posthumously] deemed Duke “Líng”?’*

Dà Tāo said, ‘It’s because that’s how he was’.*

Bó Chángqiān said, ‘Duke Líng had three wives with whom he would bathe in the same tub. But when the venerable Shǐ Qiū was summoned to the palace, he had attendants carry the tribute gifts for him and support him under the arms. So he could be as uncouth as in the former case, but, in the presence of a worthy, as respectful as in the latter case. This is why he was deemed Duke Líng’.

Xī Wéi said, ‘When Duke Líng died, the divination asking whether to bury him in the family tomb was unfavourable. So they did a divination asking whether to bury him at Sandy Hill, and it was favourable. After digging several dozen feet down, they found a stone coffin, which they washed and examined. There was an inscription on it that said, “No need to depend on his sons, Duke Líng will take this for his home”.* Now Duke Líng had already been “líng” for a long time. How would these two know about it?’ (25/54–9)

25.10a* Know-Little asked Great Impartial Accord, ‘What is the doctrine of community?’

Great Impartial Accord said, ‘Community is when we make it a custom to join ten families or a hundred individuals together as a single unit.* We join different things to make something in which they’re the same, or we break up what is the same to make different things. Now by pointing to the various parts of a horse we don’t get a horse, yet the horse is tethered there before us, and as the various parts stand together, we call it a horse. So hills and mountains build up from what is low to become high; the Yangtse and the Yellow River merge the waters of smaller streams to become large; the Great Person* joins everything together to become impartial. Thus as to what comes to them from others, they have their own views without being stubbornly attached to them, while as to what comes from themself, they can be correct without rejecting others.

‘The four seasons bring different weather, but heaven does not favour one or the other and so the year completes its cycle. The five bureaus have different functions, but the ruler is not partial among them, and so the state achieves good order. The civil and military realms have different functions, but the Great Person does not favour one over the other and so their Virtue is complete. The myriad things have different patterns, but the Way is not partial to one or the other, and so it is nameless.* It is nameless and so takes no action; it takes no action, yet nothing is undone.*

‘Times have endings and beginnings; eras have changes and transformations. Fortune and misfortune arrive in alternation, frustrating some things while suiting others. Things each pursue different directions, correct in some respects while erring in others. It is like a great forest in which a hundred kinds of timber all have their place. Observe a great mountain: the trees and rocks share the same base. This is what we call the doctrine of community’.* (25/59–66)

25.10b  Know-Little said, ‘So then is it fitting to call that the Way?’*

Great Impartial Accord said, ‘No. Now if we count up how many things there are, the number doesn’t stop at a myriad.* But we specify that we’ll say “the myriad things”, taking an arbitrarily large number as a label to talk about them. Thus heaven and earth are the greatest of forms; yīn and yáng are the greatest of energies; the Way includes them all impartially. It’s acceptable to use this as a label to talk about it on the grounds of its vastness.* But once we have the label, how can we take it as a basis for comparisons?* For if we take this as a basis for drawing distinctions, analogous to how we distinguish dogs or horses, it falls far short’.* (25/66–9)

25.10c  Know-Little said, ‘Within the four directions, inside the six reaches, how does the generation of the myriad things arise?’

Great Impartial Accord said, ‘The yīn and yáng energies illuminate, cover, and govern one another; the four seasons replace, produce, and kill off each other. From this, desires and dislikes, inclination and rejection arise in turn, while the mating of males and females becomes regular.

‘Security and danger alternate with each other,
fortune and misfortune produce each other,
relaxation and urgency press against each other,
and in this way aggregation and dispersal occur.


These are what among names and objects can be recorded,
what among the minute and subtle can be registered.


They organize each other in sequence,
causing each other as they cycle back and forth in turn,
reaching a limit and then returning,
ending and then beginning anew


—all this is what holds of things.* What speech can completely cover and what knowledge can reach extends throughout the realm of things, but no further. The person who perceives the Way does not follow after where things perish or trace the source from which they arise—this is where discussion stops’. (25/69–73)

25.10d  Know-Little said, ‘Jì Zhēn’s claim that nothing does it, Jiēzǐ’s claim that something causes it—which of these two schools’ contentions squares with the facts, which is one-sided as to the patterns?’

Great Impartial Accord said, ‘Roosters crow, dogs bark—this is what people know. Even someone with vast understanding can’t use speech to talk about the source from which such things transform, nor can they predict what they will become. Dividing on from here, whether we consider something minute to the point of being indistinguishable or colossal to the point it can’t be encompassed,* the claims “something causes it” and “nothing does it” never get away from addressing things and so in the end miss the mark.*

“Something causes it” concerns the substantial;
“nothing does it” concerns the empty.*
Where there are names and substance, this is what things occupy;
where there are no names or substance is where it is empty of things.*
One can speak and think about this, but the more one speaks, the more distant it gets.
What’s unborn can’t be prevented; what’s already died can’t be stopped.
Life and death are not far off, but the patterns cannot be perceived.


‘“Something causes it” and “nothing does it” are both suppositions expressing incomprehension. When we examine the origin of things, they recede into the past without limit; when we seek their endpoint, they continue coming without cease. “Without limit”, “without cease”—these are expressions for speaking of what doesn’t exist, which share the same patterns with things.* “Something causes it”, “nothing does it”—these are expressions for speaking of the origin of things, which end and begin together with things.*

‘The Way can’t be taken to exist, nor can it be taken not to exist.* The name “the Way” is something we borrow to use in practice.* “Something causes it” and “nothing does it” are each confined to a single corner of things. How can they take us along the Great Approach?*

‘When what one says is adequate, one can speak all day and all of it is the Way; when what one says is inadequate, one can speak all day and all of it is mere things. The Way is the ultimate limit of things—neither speech nor silence is adequate to convey it.* In what is neither speech nor silence discussion reaches its limits’. (25/73–82)


Book 26

External Things

26.1a  External things can’t be taken for certain. So Lóngféng was executed, Bǐ Gān was mutilated, Master Jī went mad, È Lái died, and Jié and Zhòu perished.* All rulers want their ministers to be loyal, but loyalty is not necessarily trusted, and so Wǔ Yuán was set adrift in the river and Cháng Hóng died in Shǔ, where his blood was stored and after three years turned into jade.* All parents want their children to be filial, but filiality isn’t necessarily loved. So Xiào Jǐ was troubled and Zēng Shēn was saddened.* (26/1–3)

26.1b  When wood is rubbed against wood, it ignites; when metal is placed together with fire, it melts. When the procession of yīn and yáng is thrown out of balance, heaven and earth are seriously disrupted. At this thunder rumbles and crashes, while fire ignites in the rain and incinerates large trees. When a person is deeply worried about having nowhere to escape between two traps, they scamper about fearfully with no result. Their heart feels suspended between heaven and earth, gloomy and depressed. Profit rubs against loss, igniting a fire of anxiety that in most people incinerates their inward harmony, as the cooling of the moon surely cannot overcome the heat of the fire. At this they collapse and their Way comes to an end. (26/3–6)

26.2  Zhuāng Zhōu’s family was poor, so he went to borrow grain from the lord supervisor of the river. The lord said, ‘Agreed. I’ll be getting the tax money from my lands, and I’ll lend you three hundred gold. Will that do?’

Zhuāng Zhōu flushed with anger and said, ‘When I came yesterday, something called out from the middle of the road. I looked into the carriage rut and there was a carp in it. “Well, carp”, I asked it. “What are you doing here?” It answered, “I am minister of waves of the East Sea. Sir, might you have a pitcherful of water to keep me alive?” I said, “Agreed. I am about to travel south to see the kings of Wú and Yuè. I’ll channel the waters of the West River over to meet you here. Will that do?” The carp flushed with anger and said, “I’ve lost my normal habitat and have nowhere to live. I just need a pitcherful of water to stay alive, that’s all. For you instead to say this—you might as well go looking for me in a dried fish stall sooner rather than later”’. (26/6–11)

26.3  The prince of Rèn made a great hook with a giant black rope, put fifty steers on it as bait, squatted down on the top of Mount Kuài Jì, and cast his line into the East Sea. Day after day he fished, but after a whole year he hadn’t caught anything. At last a great fish swallowed the bait and dove, pulling the giant hook with it. It plunged as deep as it could, then surfaced and thrashed its fins, churning up white waves like mountains. The sea waters roiled with a ghostly roar that spread terror for thousands of miles around.

Having caught such a fish, the prince of Rèn sliced and dried it, and from Zìzhì River eastward and Cāngwú northward, no one failed to get their fill of the fish. Afterward, later generations of minor storytellers all told each other the tale in amazement.

Now if you take a bamboo pole with a string, head to an irrigation ditch, and look out for salamanders and carp, it’ll be hard to catch a big fish. Embellish petty teachings to try to land the post of district magistrate, and you’ll be far indeed from great accomplishment. So someone who’s never heard of prince Rèn’s style of doing things is far indeed from being able to join in managing the world.* (26/11–16)

26.4  The Ruists rob tombs according to the Songs and Rites.* The big Ruist calls down, ‘The east is getting light. How’s the work going?’

The little Ruist says, ‘Haven’t got his skirt and jacket off yet, but there’s a pearl in his mouth’.

As a song indeed says:

Green, green the wheat,
As it grows on the slopes.
In life you gave no charity, so
In death why hold a pearl?


They pull his sidelocks, press on his beard, and tap his chin with a metal hammer, gently opening his cheeks so as not to damage the pearl in his mouth. (26/16–18)

26.5  A disciple of Lǎo Láizǐ* was out gathering firewood when he came across Confucius. He returned and reported this, saying, ‘There’s a man over there with a long body and short legs, a hunched-over back and ears set back on his head. He looks about as if he were in charge of all between the four seas. I wonder whose son he is’.

Lǎo Láizǐ said, ‘That’s Qiū.* Bring him here’.

When Confucius arrived, Lǎo Láizǐ said, ‘Qiū, Get rid of your pretentious bearing and your know-it-all look, and then you’ll become a gentleman’.*

Confucius bowed and retreated a few steps. Taken aback, his face fell, and he asked, ‘Can I make any progress in my studies?’

Lǎo Láizǐ said, ‘You can’t bear to see the sufferings of a single age yet neglect the trouble you’ll bring to a myriad ages. Are you really such a bumbling fool? Or have you just failed to think things through? Dispensing kindness to ingratiate yourself with others while overlooking your lifelong shame*—this is merely the progress of a mediocre person. Drawing one another in with fame, entangling one another with intrigue—rather than praising Yáo and condemning Jié, it’d be better to forget both and shut out what is praised or condemned.* Going against things never fails to injure them; moving things never fails to be malicious. The sage is calm and composed in initiating affairs, so that every task is successful. Why are you always so arrogant about your conduct?!’ (26/18–24)

26.6a  In the middle of the night, Lord Yuán of Sòng dreamed of a man with dishevelled hair peeping at him from a side door, who said, ‘I am from the deeps of Zǎilù. I was sent by the Pure River as an emissary to the palace of the river god, but I was caught by a fisherman named Yú Jǔ’.

When Lord Yuán woke up, he had his attendants divine the dream. They said, ‘It was a divine tortoise’.

The lord said, ‘Is there a Yú Jǔ among the fishermen?’

The attendants said, ‘There is’.

The lord said, ‘Command Yú Jǔ to come to court’.

The next day, Yú Jǔ came to court. The lord said, ‘What have you caught fishing?’

‘In my net I caught a white tortoise’, he replied, ‘five feet around’.

The lord said, ‘Present the tortoise to me’.

The tortoise arrived, and the lord’s mind was in doubt, as he wanted to kill it but also wanted to let it live. He had it divined, and the diviner said, ‘Killing the tortoise to use its shell for divination would be auspicious’. So they cut the tortoise open. They drilled seventy-two divination holes in its shell and none failed to give an accurate prophecy. (26/24–8)

26.6b  Confucius said, ‘The sacred tortoise could appear to Lord Yuán in a dream but could not escape Yú Jǔ’s net. Its knowledge could yield seventy-two predictions without an inaccurate prophecy but could not escape the misfortune of getting cut open and disemboweled. As this shows, there are things that can confound knowledge and that even divine spirit cannot achieve. Even if someone possesses ultimate knowledge, a myriad people may scheme against them. Fish don’t fear the net but do fear pelicans. Get rid of petty knowledge and great knowledge will become clear; get rid of goodness and you’ll be good in yourself. Infants from birth learn to speak without a teacher because they live with others who are able to speak’. (26/28–31)

26.7  Huìzǐ said to Zhuāngzǐ, ‘Your sayings are useless’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Only when someone understands the useless can you begin to speak with them of use. Heaven and earth are indeed broad and vast, but what a person uses is just enough to hold up their feet. Still, if we were to dig around their feet all the way down to the Yellow Springs, would the person still find the part they’re standing on useful?’

Huìzǐ said, ‘It’d be useless’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘So then that the useless has a use is indeed clear’.* (26/31–3)

26.8  Zhuāngzǐ said,* ‘If a person has the ability to wander, what prevents them from wandering? If a person lacks the ability to wander, how can they succeed in wandering? An intent to go off and withdraw from things, stubborn, absolutist conduct—Ah!—surely these aren’t the business of ultimate knowledge and rich Virtue!

‘People fall into degeneracy without turning back; they race on like fire without looking behind. Even if they are related as ruler and subject, this is merely the timing; with a change in era, they will have no grounds for one to consider the other lower. So it’s said, the ultimate person does not keep to only one path.

‘To esteem antiquity while despising the present is the style among scholars. Yet if we observe the world today in light of the style of Xī Wéi,* who can avoid being swept away by his waves? Only the ultimate person can wander through the world without being one-sided, following along with others without losing himself, not studying others’ teachings, accepting thoughts from them without joining them’. (26/33–7)

26.9  Eyes that penetrate are clear-sighted; ears that penetrate have acute hearing; a nose that penetrates is sensitive to scents; a mouth that penetrates discerns tasty flavours; a mind that penetrates is knowing; knowledge that penetrates is Virtue.

In respect to any Way, one wants to avoid obstruction. If it is obstructed, it becomes choked; if it is choked without cease, it becomes backed up; if it is backed up, various harms arise. Among things, those that are sentient rely on breathing. If their breath isn’t plentiful, it’s not heaven’s fault. Heaven penetrates them with breath day and night without interruption; humanity by contrast obstructs the openings. The abdomen has much room; the heart has its heavenly wanderings. If the interior of the house is not spacious, the wife and mother-in-law quarrel. If the heart does not have its heavenly wanderings, the six apertures* will fight each other. Great forests or hills and mountains are good for people and so our spirits can’t get enough of them. (26/37–41)

26.10  Virtue overflows into reputation, and reputation overflows into violence. Scheming arises from urgency; knowledge issues from conflict; obstruction is produced from persistance; bureaucratic affairs result from what suits the community. When the spring rains are timely, the grass and trees burst into growth. Cultivation with sickles and hoes then begins. More than half the grass and trees cut down grow back again, but no one knows how this is so. (26/41–3)

26.11  Stillness can fortify against illness; massage can slow ageing; quiet can calm anxiety. Although it is like this, these are what the wearied attend to; those at ease have never been concerned with them. The sage’s means of shaking up all the world, the spirit-person has never been concerned with; the worthy’s means of shaking up the age, the sage has never been concerned with; the gentleman’s means of shaking up the state, the worthy has never been concerned with; the petty person’s means of conforming to the times, the gentleman has never been concerned with. (26/43–5)

26.12  By Yǎn Gate, there was a man whose parents died who was so good at ritually emaciating and disfiguring himself in mourning that he was appointed to the post of official teacher. Half the people in his town then died from disfiguring and emaciating themselves.* When Yáo presented Xǔ Yóu with the world, Xǔ Yóu fled; when Tāng presented it to Wù Guāng, Wù Guāng was angry. Jì Tā heard about it and led his disciples to settle by the Kuǎn River, causing the various lords to mourn him. After three years, Shēntú Dí* threw himself into the river in sympathy. (26/46–8)

26.13  The purpose of a fish trap lies in the fish; getting the fish, you forget the trap.* The purpose of a rabbit snare lies in the rabbit; getting the rabbit, you forget the snare. The purpose of speech lies in the intention; getting the intention, you forget the speech.* Where can I get a person who has forgotten speech so as to speak with them? (26/48–9)


Book 27

Allegorical Speech

27.1  Allegorical speech makes up nine-tenths of it; quoted speech makes up seven-tenths; goblet speech pours out day after day, harmonizing by finding natural divisions.* Allegorical speech making up nine-tenths of it refers to employing what is ‘external’ to discuss it. A father doesn’t act as a matchmaker for his own son, for the father’s praise isn’t as persuasive as someone else’s. [If the content is objectionable,] it’s not my fault; it’s others’ fault. If [the view expressed] is the same as theirs, people agree; if not, they oppose it. If it’s the same as theirs, they deem it right; if different from theirs, they deem it wrong.

Quoted speech making up seven-tenths refers to a means of speaking for onesel f *—these are the words of our elders.* To be ahead in years but lack the grasp of warp and woof, root and tip expected of elders, this is to fail to be ahead. A person lacking what puts them ahead of others lacks the human Way, and a person who lacks the human Way is called an old, worn-out person.

Goblet speech pours out day after day, harmonizing by finding natural divisions, responding by flowing over, and so fully living out our years.* If we do not speak, everything evens out, but the evenness and our speech do not even out, nor does our speech and the evenness even out. So I say, ‘Use non-speech’.* If you can speak non-speech,* you can speak your whole life without ever speaking* and not speak your whole life without ever not speaking. There are grounds by which something is allowable; there are grounds by which it is unallowable. There are grounds by which it is so; there are grounds by which it is not so. How is it so? It’s so in what’s so. How is it not so? It’s not so in what’s not so. How is it allowable? It’s allowable in what’s allowable. How is it unallowable? It’s unallowable in what’s unallowable. Things indeed have respects in which they’re so; things indeed have respects in which they’re allowable. No thing is not so; no thing is not allowable.* Without goblet speech that pours out day by day, harmonizing by finding natural divisions, who could last long?

The myriad things are all seeds that in different forms supplant one another, beginning and ending as a cycle, and there is no way to rank them. This is called the equality of heaven. The equality of heaven is the natural divisions.* (27/1–10)

27.2  Zhuāngzǐ said to Huìzǐ, ‘By the time Confucius reached the age of sixty, he’d transformed sixty times.* What at the beginning he deemed “right”, at the end he deemed “wrong”.* You never know whether what you now call “right” you won’t later deem “wrong” fifty-nine times over’.

Huìzǐ said, ‘Confucius diligently devoted himself to the service of knowledge’.*

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Confucius rejected that and never spoke of it. Confucius said, “Receiving our capacities from the great root, live by returning to the vitality within”. Singing that matches the proper pitch, speech that matches the standards, inciting likes and dislikes, “right” and “wrong”, by displaying profit and duty before them—all this merely makes people’s mouths submit, that’s all. If you can make people submit from the heart, with no urge to stand in defiance, you can establish the stability of all the world. Enough! Enough! I’ll never succeed in reaching his level’. (27/10–14)

27.3  When Zēngzǐ* took office for the second time, he had a change of heart. He said, ‘When I took office while my parents were alive, a salary of three pecks of grain made my heart happy. When I took office again later, I had a salary of three thousand bushels but couldn’t share it with my parents, and so my heart was sad’.

The other disciples asked Confucius, ‘Can we say that someone like Zēng Shēn is free of the fault of attachment to things?’

‘He was already attached. Can someone with no attachments feel sorrow? They would look at three pecks or three thousand bushels as if observing a sparrow or mosquito flying by them’. (27/14–16)

27.4a  Yánchéng Zǐyóu said to Zǐqí Eastwall,* ‘Once I heard your words, the first year I was rustic, the second year I followed along, the third year I attained competence, the fourth year I identified with things, the fifth year things came to me, the sixth year the ghostly entered into me, the seventh year I fulfilled my heavenly endowment, the eighth year I no longer recognized life and death, and in the ninth year came the great wonder’. (27/16–18)

27.4b  ‘In life there are things we do that bring about death. We encourage people that there are grounds for death, yet life is simply a matter of the vital breath, without any grounds for it.*

‘Ultimately, is it so? Where does it go? Where does it not go? Heaven has the calendrical sequence; earth has what humanity relies on; where shall I seek it? No one knows where it all ends; how can we say it isn’t fated? No one knows where it all begins; how can we say it is fated? When things respond to one another, how can we say there are no ghosts? When things don’t respond to one another, how can we say there are ghosts?’* (27/15–21)

27.5  Penumbra asked Shadow,* ‘Earlier you were looking down, now you’re looking up. Earlier you had your hair tied up, now you’ve let it down. Earlier you were sitting, now you’re standing. Earlier you were walking, now you’ve stopped. Why?’

Shadow answered, ‘Such trivial matters, why bother asking about them? I do these things without knowing what makes them so. I am a cicada shell, a snake moult—resembling something substantial without being it. In firelight or sunlight, I form; in shade or at night, I vanish. Are they that by which I depend on something? Then how much more do they reveal that there’s something I depend on?* When they come, I come with them; when they depart, I depart with them. If they are active, I am active with them. So if I am active, what is there to ask about?’* (27/21–5)

27.6  Yáng Zǐjū* went south to Pèi while Lǎo Dān was wandering west in Qín. They had agreed to meet in the borderlands, and when Yáng got to Liáng, he encountered Lǎozǐ. Standing in the middle of the road, Lǎozǐ looked up at the sky and sighed, ‘At first I thought you could be taught, but now I see it’s impossible’.

Yáng Zǐjū didn’t reply. When they arrived at the inn, he brought Lǎozǐ a basin of water, with a towel and comb, to wash up after the journey. Taking his shoes off outside the door, he crawled forward on his knees and said, ‘Sir, earlier your disciple wanted to ask you, but you were busy travelling, so I dared not. Now that we have a moment, may I ask about my faults?’

Lǎozǐ said, ‘You have a haughty, conceited look. Who could bear to live with you? Excessive purity seems stained, overflowing Virtue seems insufficient’.*

Taken aback, Yáng Zǐjū’s face fell. ‘I respectfully accept your instructions’, he said.

When he went to the inn, the staff came out to welcome him, the innkeeper brought a mat for him to sit on, the innkeeper’s wife brought a towel and comb, the other lodgers made room for him to sit, and those at the hearth made room for him by the fire. By the time he left the inn, he had to fight with the other lodgers for a seat.* (27/25–30)


Book 28

Yielding the Throne

28.1 * Yáo yielded rule over the world* to Xǔ Yóu,* who refused it. So he yielded it to Zǐzhōu Zhīfù, who said, ‘It’d probably be acceptable to make me Son of Heaven, but at the moment I happen to be suffering from a serious illness, which I’m trying to cure, and so I’ve no time to govern the world’. Now the world is of the highest importance, but he wouldn’t let it interfere with his health—let alone allow other things of less importance to interfere with it! Only someone who is unconcerned about managing the world can be entrusted with the world.* (28/1–3)

28.2  Shùn yielded rule over the world to Zǐzhōu Zhībó,* who said, ‘I happen to be suffering from a serious illness, which I’m trying to cure, and so I’ve no time to govern the world’. So the world is the greatest of instruments, but he wouldn’t exchange his life for it. This is how those who possess the Way are different from ordinary people. (28/3–5)

28.3* Shùn yielded rule over the world to Goodroll, who said, ‘I stand amid the cosmos wearing clothes of hide and fur in winter, of grass and hemp in summer. In spring I plough and plant, and my body is fit enough for the labour; in autumn I harvest and gather, and the yield is enough to sustain me. In the day I go out and work; at night I come in and rest. I wander freely between heaven and earth, my mind and thoughts fulfilled. Why would I take on management of the world? How sad, your failure to understand me!’ Thus he refused. He then moved deep into the mountains and no one knew where he settled. (28/5–8)

28.4  Shùn yielded rule over the world to his friend the farmer of Stone Gate, who said, ‘You’re such a tireless person, your majesty, always toiling away!’ Deeming Shùn inadequate in Virtue, he loaded his things on his back, his wife loaded hers on her head, and leading their children by hand they went off over the sea, never returning the rest of their lives. (28/8–9)

28.5* When the Great King Dǎnfù lived in Bīn, the Dí tribes attacked him. He offered them hides and silks, but they refused them. He offered them hounds and horses, but they refused them. He offered them pearls and jade, but they refused them. What the Dí people wanted was land. The Great King Dǎnfù said, ‘I can’t bear to live with the elder brothers while sending the younger brothers out to be killed or live with the fathers while sending the sons out to be killed. All of you, strive to continue living here. How is there any difference between being my subjects and being subjects of the Dí? Also, I’ve heard you should never let what you’re using to nurture do harm to what you’re nurturing’. Accordingly, he took up his staff and riding crop and left his people. The people joined together and followed him, after which they established a new state at the foot of Mount Qí.

Great King Dǎnfù can be called capable of respecting life. Even if noble and wealthy, those capable of respecting life will not let what nurtures them do harm to them; even if poor and lowly, they will not let what profits them encumber them. People nowadays who hold high office and honoured rank all care greatly about losing them but on seeing profit carelessly lose their lives. Isn’t this confused?! (28/9–15)

28.6* The people of Yuè murdered their ruler for three generations in succession. Troubled by this, Prince Sōu fled to the Cinnabar Caves, leaving Yuè without a ruler. Seeking Prince Sōu but not finding him, they tracked him to the Cinnabar Caves. Prince Sōu refused to come out, so the people of Yuè smoked him out with mugwort and drove him back in the royal chariot. Pulling himself up into the chariot, Prince Sōu looked up at heaven and cried out, ‘A ruler, a ruler! Why couldn’t they just leave me alone?!’ It’s not that Prince Sōu hated being a ruler, it’s that he hated the troubles of being a ruler. Someone like Prince Sōu can be said not to injure life for the sake of a state, and this was exactly why the people of Yuè wanted to him to be their ruler. (28/15–18)

28.7* Hán and Wèi were fighting one another over invaded territory. Zǐhuázǐ went for an audience with Marquis Zhāoxī of Hán, who looked worried. Zǐhuázǐ said, ‘Suppose all the world were to sign an edict before you saying “Take this with your left hand, and you lose your right; take this with your right hand, and you lose your left; but he who takes it will surely possess all the world”. Could you take it?’

Marquis Zhāoxī said, ‘I wouldn’t take it’.

Zǐhuázǐ said, ‘Excellent! Looking at it this way, your two arms are more important than the world, and your life is even more important than your arms. Hán too is far less important than the world, and the piece of land you are now fighting over is far less important again than Hán. Will you indeed distress yourself and injure your life* worrying that you won’t get it?’

Marquis Zhāoxī said, ‘Good! Those who instruct me are many but I’ve never heard these words’. Zǐhuázǐ can be said to have known the difference between the unimportant and the important. (28/18–23)

28.8* The lord of Lǔ heard that Yán Hé* was a person who had attained the Way, so he sent a messenger to present him with gifts. Yán Hé kept a rough home, dressed in sackcloth, and fed his cows himself. When the messenger from the lord of Lǔ arrived, Yán Hé answered the door himself.

The messenger said, ‘Is this the home of Yán Hé?’

Yán Hé answered, ‘This is Hé’s home’.

The messenger delivered the gifts.

Yán Hé answered, ‘I’m afraid you may have heard wrong and will be held at fault. It’d be better to confirm’.

The messenger went back, confirmed it, and then came again to find him but couldn’t.

So someone like Yán Hé really dislikes wealth and rank.*

So it’s said, ‘The genuine core of the Way applies to managing one’s self; what is left over is for managing the state; the dregs are for governing the world’. Looking at things this way, the achievements of emperors and kings are the secondary affairs of the sage, not the means by which to keep oneself whole and nurture life. Many of the gentlemen of the world today endanger themselves and give up their lives in pursuit of things. Isn’t this sad?! In their every move and every action, sages surely examine why they move and why they act. Now if there were a person here who shot the pearl of Marquis Suí at a sparrow a mile away, everyone in the world would surely laugh at them. Why is this? What they use is valuable, while what they want is not. How is life not even more valuable than the pearl of Marquis Suí? (28/23–31)

28.9* Master Lièzǐ* was impoverished and his countenance had the look of hunger. A visitor said to Zǐyáng, prime minister of Zhèng, ‘Liè Yùkòu is known as a scholar who possesses the Way. He lives in your state yet is impoverished. Don’t you admire men of talent?’ Zǐyáng of Zhèng then ordered officials to present grain to Lièzǐ. Master Lièzǐ received the messenger, bowed twice, and declined the grain. The messenger left.

When Lièzǐ went inside, his wife glowered at him, beat her chest, and said, ‘I heard that the wives of those who possess the Way all live in ease and happiness, but now we are gaunt with hunger. The ruler became concerned and sent you grain, but you didn’t accept it. It must be fate!’*

Lièzǐ laughed and said to her, ‘The ruler doesn’t know me himself. Since he presented me with grain on the basis of what others said, he might also later consider me guilty of some crime on the basis of what others say. This is why I didn’t accept it’.

In the end, it turned out that the people rebelled against Zǐyáng and killed him.* (28/31–5)

28.10  When King Zhāo of Chǔ lost his state, the mutton butcher Yuè was among those who fled with him. When King Zhāo returned to his state, he was going to reward those who had followed him, including mutton butcher Yuè. But Yuè said, ‘When his majesty lost the state, I lost my butchering job; when his majesty returned to the state, I too returned to my butchering job. My position and salary are already restored. What need is there for any further reward?’

The king said, ‘Force him to accept’.

Yuè said, ‘When his majesty lost the state, it wasn’t my fault, and so I wouldn’t presume to submit to punishment for it. When his majesty returned to the state, it wasn’t my doing, and so I wouldn’t presume to accept a reward for it’.

The king said, ‘Bring him for an audience with me’.

Yuè said, ‘By the laws of Chǔ, to have an audience with the king, one must receive a major reward and have great achievements. Now I wasn’t clever enough to save the state and I wasn’t brave enough to die fighting the invaders. When the Wú army entered our capital Yǐng, I was scared of the danger and fled the invaders. I didn’t deliberately follow his majesty. Now his majesty wishes to abrogate the laws and conventions to grant me an audience—this isn’t how I want to be known in the world’.

The king said to Marshal Zǐqí, ‘Mutton butcher Yuè occupies a lowly position yet displays the highest righteousness. On my behalf, offer him a three-banner post’.*

Yuè said, ‘I know a three-banner post is more honourable than a butcher’s stall and a salary of ten thousand zhōng is much richer than the earnings from butchering mutton. But how could I be so greedy for rank and salary as to let my ruler get a reputation for rashly bestowing favours? I can’t presume to accept. I request to return to my butcher stall’. And so he didn’t accept the post. (28/35–44)

28.11  Yuán Xiàn lived in Lǔ in a cabin just a few feet wide that was thatched with living grass, had an unfinished bramble-weave door with a mulberry branch as a hinge, and had two rooms divided by a coarse cloth sheet, with broken jars for windows. On the damp floor under the leaking roof he sat straight upright, strummed his zither, and sang.

Zǐgòng went to see Yuán Xiàn wearing a pure white robe over a royal purple tunic and riding a horse-drawn carriage too large to fit into the lane. Yuán Xiàn answered the door wearing a bark cap and shoes tied together with string and walking with the aid of a goosefoot-stalk cane.

Zǐgòng said, ‘Ah! What adversity has struck you, sir?’

Yuán Xiàn replied, ‘I’ve heard that lacking wealth is called “poverty”, while being unable to practice what one has studied is called “adversity”. Now I am suffering from poverty, not adversity’.*

Zǐgòng drew back and looked ashamed.

Yuán Xiàn laughed and said, ‘To conduct oneself in light of others’ opinions, to make friends for the purpose of aligning into cliques, to study only to impress others, to teach only for one’s own sake, to hide behind benevolence and righteousness while bedecking oneself with horses and carriage—this I couldn’t bear to do’.* (28/44–9)

28.12  When Zēngzǐ* lived in Wèy, the outer layer of his quilted coat was worn away, his face was swollen, and his hands and feet were callused. He went three days without cooking a meal and ten years without getting a new set of clothes. When he straightened his cap, the chinstrap snapped; when he adjusted his lapels, his elbows poked through his sleeves; when he put on his shoes, the heels split open. He shuffled along singing the ‘Hymns of Shāng’, his voice filling heaven and earth, as loudly as if from bells and chimes. The Son of Heaven could not get him to be a minister, the various lords could not get him to be their friend. So those who nurture their ambitions forget their bodies; those who nurture their bodies forget profit; and those who fulfil the Way forget their schemes.* (28/49–51)

28.13  Confucius said to Yán Huí, ‘Huí, come here! Your family is poor and your position lowly. Why not take office?’

Yán Huí replied, ‘I prefer not to take office. I have ten acres of fields outside the city walls that are enough to provide porridge and another two acres within the walls that are enough to provide silk and hemp. Strumming my zither is enough to amuse myself; what I have studied of master’s Way is enough to enjoy myself. I prefer not to take office’.

Taken aback, Confucius changed his expression and said, ‘How excellent your aims are! I’ve heard that those who know when they have enough don’t encumber themselves for the sake of profit; those who discern what brings self-fulfilment aren’t afraid of loss; those who cultivate themselves within are unashamed about having no official post. I’ve recited these words for ages but only now in you have I seen them in practice. I’ve learned something from this’. (28/51–5)

28.14* Prince Móu of Zhōngshān said to Zhānzǐ, ‘I am here by the river and sea, but my mind dwells back at the court of Wèi. What should I do?’

Zhānzǐ said, ‘Value life. If you value life, you’ll take profit lightly’.

Prince Móu said, ‘I understand this, but I’m unable to control myself’.

Zhānzǐ said, ‘If you’re unable to control yourself, then let yourself go. Your spirit will tolerate it. Being unable to control yourself yet forcing yourself not to let go, this is called double injury. Those who are doubly injured aren’t the kind to live long’.

Wèi Móu was a prince of a myriad chariots. For him, living as a recluse in a cliffside cave was harder than for a commoner. Although he didn’t attain the Way, we can say he got the point of it. (28/55–9)

28.15* Confucius was in desperate straits between Chén and Cài and for seven days ate no cooked food, having only gooseweed soup without grain. An exhausted look on his face, he strummed his zither and sang in his room. While Yán Huí picked vegetables, Zǐlù and Zǐgòng said to each other, ‘Our master was twice exiled from Lǔ, had his tracks erased in Wèy, had a tree felled on him in Sòng, faced desperation in Shāng Zhōu, and now is surrounded here between Chén and Cài. Anyone who kills or captures him won’t be charged with a crime. Yet he goes on singing and strumming without interruption. Can a gentleman be as shameless as this?’

Yán Huí was at a loss to respond, so he went in and told Confucius. Confucius pushed his zither aside, sighed deeply, and said, ‘Zǐlù and Zǐgòng are petty people. Call them here and I’ll explain to them’.

Zǐlù and Zǐgòng came in, and Zǐlù said, ‘A situation like this I’d call utter failure’. Confucius said, ‘What talk is this? For the gentleman, to succeed in the Way is called success; to fail in the Way is called failure. Now I embrace the Way of benevolence and righteousness while running into the troubles of a disordered age. How is this failure?

‘So, examining myself, I am not failing in the Way; facing difficulties, I do not lose its Virtue. When the cold weather comes and the frost and snow fall, that’s when we discover how hardy the pines and cypresses are. These straits of Chén and Cài are a blessing to me!’

Confucius calmly returned to strumming his zither and singing. Zǐlù picked up a spear and enthusiastically danced along. Zǐgòng said, ‘I didn’t understand how high heaven is, how deep earth is’.

Those of antiquity who attained the Way were joyful whether facing failure or success. What they were joyful about wasn’t failure or success but the presence of the Way and Virtue, by which failure and success amount to the regular sequence of cold and heat, wind and rain. So Xǔ Yóu enjoyed himself north of the Yǐng river and the earl of Gòng was fulfilled on the peak of Gòng. (28/59–68)

28.16* Shùn yielded the world to his friend Nochoice the Northerner, who said, ‘What a strange person his majesty is. Living among the fields, he ended up wandering around the sage-king Yáo’s gate. And it’s not just this, he also wants to corrupt me too with his disgraceful conduct. I’m ashamed to see him’. At this, he threw himself into the depths at Qīnglíng. (28/68–70)

28.17* The sage-king Tāng was about to attack the tyrant Jié. He appealed to Biàn Suí to help in planning. Biàn Suí said, ‘It’s none of my business’.

Tāng said, ‘Who can do it?’

‘I don’t know’.

Tāng then appealed to Wù Guāng to help in planning. Wù Guāng said, ‘It’s none of my business’.

Tāng said, ‘Who can do it?’

‘I don’t know’.

Tāng said, ‘How about Yī Yǐn?’

‘He’s tenacious and shameless. I don’t know anything else about him’.

So then Tāng and Yī Yǐn planned the attack on Jié and defeated him. Tāng then yielded the throne to Biàn Suí, who declined it, saying, ‘His majesty consulted me about planning to attack Jié; it must be that he considered me a bandit. On defeating Jié, he yields the throne to me; it must be that he considers me greedy. I was born into a disordered age, and twice a man who lacks the Way has come to corrupt me with his disgraceful conduct. I can’t bear to hear this sort of thing over and over’. Then he threw himself into the Chóu river and died.

Tāng then yielded the throne to Wù Guāng, saying, ‘The wise plan it; the warriors execute it; the benevolent settle it—this is the Way of antiquity. Sir, why don’t you take the throne?’

Wù Guāng declined, saying, ‘Deposing the sovereign is unrighteous; killing the people is unbenevolent. When others have committed the difficult tasks, for me to enjoy the benefits is dishonest. I’ve heard it said that if it’s not your duty, don’t accept the rewards; in a reign without the Way, don’t tread on the ruler’s land. How much less should I let him honour me! I can’t bear to go on seeing this’. Then he strapped a stone to his back and drowned himself in the Lú river. (28/70–8)

28.18* Long ago during the rise of Zhōu, there were two scholars who lived in Gūzhú, Bó Yí and Shū Qí. The two said to each other, ‘We’ve heard that in the west there is a man who seems to possess the Way. Let’s try to go have a look at him’.

Arriving at Qí Yáng, King Wǔ heard about them and sent Shū Dàn to see them and form a covenant, saying that they would receive wealth of the second rank and serve as officials of the first grade. The covenant was sealed with the blood of a sacrificial animal and buried.

The two men looked at each other and laughed, saying, ‘Hm. Strange! This isn’t what we would call the Way. Long ago when the Divine Farmer possessed the world, he performed the seasonal sacrifices with complete reverence but didn’t pray for blessings. In relations with others he was loyal, trustworthy, and completely orderly but didn’t seek anything from them. He recruited those who enjoyed administration to assist in administration, those who enjoyed governing to assist in governing. He didn’t build his achievements on others’ failures, elevate himself by demeaning others, or take advantage of contingencies to profit himself.

‘Now the Zhōu, seeing the disorder of the Yīn, rush to govern. They exalt scheming and act for material gain; they rely on military force to maintain their authority. To secure trust, they sacrifice animals and seal covenants in blood; to please the masses, they boast of their deeds; to seek profit, they kill and invade. All this is to promote disorder in place of tyranny.

‘We’ve heard that when scholars of antiquity encountered an era of good order they did not shirk service, but when they met with an era of disorder they wouldn’t heedlessly preserve themselves. Now the world is in darkness. The Virtue of the house of Zhōu is in decline. Rather than sullying ourselves by siding with the Zhōu, it’d be better to keep our conduct pure by avoiding them’.

The two went north to Mount Shǒu Yáng, where they then died of hunger.

Those like Bó Yí and Shū Qí surely wouldn’t accept wealth and rank even when they could obtain them. Lofty standards of rectitude and scrupulous conduct, taking pleasure only in their aims, refusing to serve the age—such was the rectitude of these two scholars. (28/78–87)


Book 29

Robber Zhí

29.1a  Confucius was friends with Liúxià Jì, whose younger brother was named Robber Zhí. With his band of nine thousand troops, Robber Zhí marched across the world raiding the lands of the various lords, tunnelling through walls and breaking down doors, driving off people’s oxen and horses, and carrying away their wives and daughters. They were so greedy they forgot all about their kin, ignoring their parents and brothers and neglecting ancestral sacrifices. Any time they passed a city, the larger ones would prepare to defend the city walls, while the smaller ones would shelter in their fortress. The myriad people suffered from them.

Confucius said to Liúxià Jì, ‘As a father, you must be able to admonish your son; as an elder brother, you must be able to instruct your younger brother. If fathers can’t admonish their sons and elder brothers can’t instruct their younger brothers, then there’s no value in the kinship between fathers and sons, elder and younger brothers. Now sir you are among the most talented scholars of the age, but your younger brother is Robber Zhí. He is a great harm to the world, yet you’re unable to instruct him. I presume to be ashamed for your sake. I request to go counsel him on your behalf’.

Liúxià Jì said, ‘Sir, you say that fathers must be able to admonish their sons and elder brothers must be able to instruct their younger brothers. But if sons won’t listen to their fathers’ admonishments and younger brothers won’t accept their older brothers’ instruction, then what can even someone as eloquent as you do? Moreover, Zhí is the kind of person whose mind is like a gushing spring and thoughts are like a whirlwind. His strength is enough to repel any enemy and his eloquence is enough to excuse any wrongdoing. If you go along with what he has in mind he’s delighted; if you go against what he has in mind he’s furious, and when talking he easily humiliates people. You mustn’t go see him’. (29/1–8)

29.1b  Confucius didn’t listen. With Yán Huí as his carriage driver and Zǐgòng on his right, he went to see Robber Zhí, who was just then resting his troops to the south of Mount Tài and slicing up human livers to eat. Confucius got down from the carriage and advanced. Seeing the steward, he said, ‘It’s Kǒng Qiū of Lǔ, who has heard of your general’s lofty righteousness’. He respectfully bowed twice to the steward, who went in to convey the message. Hearing it, Robber Zhí burst into a great fury, his eyes like shining stars, his hair bristling against his cap, and said, ‘This is that sly hypocrite of Lǔ, Kǒng Qiū, isn’t it? Tell him for me: “You make up teachings and manufacture sayings, heedlessly citing the sage-kings Wén and Wǔ. Wearing a tree-branch cap and a cow-hide belt, with your prattling rhetoric and fallacious doctrines, you manage to eat without ploughing and clothe yourself without weaving. You flap your lips and wag your tongue, presumptuously generating rights and wrongs that mislead the rulers of the world and prevent the scholars of the world from getting back to fundamentals. You arbitrarily invent virtues of filiality and fraternity, hoping to get lucky with the landed, wealthy, and noble. Your crimes are the most serious of all. Run home quickly, or I’ll add your liver to my lunch!”’

Confucius sent in another message, saying, ‘I am fortunate to have an introduction from your brother Jì and hope to gaze at your shoes beneath the curtain’.* The steward again conveyed the message, and Robber Zhí said, ‘Let him come forward’. (29/9–17)

29.1c  Confucius quickly approached, declined a sitting mat, stepped back, and bowed twice to Robber Zhí. Robber Zhí burst into a great fury, and with his legs splayed, his hand on his sword, and glaring eyes, in a voice like a nursing tiger, said, ‘Qiū, come forward. If what you have to say suits my purpose, you live; if it offends my mind, you die’.

Confucius said, ‘I’ve heard that all across the world there are three sorts of Virtue.* To be born big and tall, handsome and fine without peer, such that young and old, noble and lowly are all delighted by your appearance—this is the highest virtue. To possess knowledge that encompasses heaven and earth, to be able to distinguish various things—this is middling virtue. To be brave and bold, determined and daring, to gather together masses of troops under one’s command—this is the lowest virtue. Anyone who has one of these virtues is fit to face south on the throne as the sole ruler. Now you, general, have all three of these: you stand eight feet two inches tall,* your countenance shines with health, your lips are like fresh cinnabar, your teeth are like perfectly even cowrie shells, your voice is in tune with the yellow bell, yet your name is Robber Zhí. I presume to be ashamed on your behalf, general, and reject this name. General, if it suits your intent to listen to me, I request to be dispatched as your envoy south to Wú and Yuè, north to Qí and Lǔ, east to Sòng and Wèy, and west to Jìn and Chǔ, to persuade them to build you a great city wall several hundred miles around, to establish a city of several hundred thousand households, and to honour you as their lord. You will make a new beginning with the world, setting aside your weapons and putting your troops to rest, taking in your brothers and joining with them to offer sacrifices to your ancestors. This is the conduct of a sage or a man of talent and what all the world wishes for’.

In a great fury, Robber Zhí said, ‘Qiū, come forward. Those who can be guided by profit or admonished with speech are all what we call ignorant, vulgar commoners, that’s all. Now being big and tall, handsome and fine, such that people are delighted by my appearance—these are Virtues I inherited from my parents. Even if you didn’t praise them, how could I not know about them?

‘Moreover, I’ve heard that those fond of praising others to their face are also fond of slandering them behind their back. Now you tell me about a great city with masses of people—this is you attempting to guide me with profit and tame me like a commoner. How can this last long? Even the greatest of cities is not greater than all the world. Yáo and Shùn possessed all the world, but their sons and grandsons didn’t have enough land even to stick an awl in. Tāng and Wǔ were established as Son of Heaven, but their descendants were cut off. Isn’t this because they took profit to be of greatest importance?

‘I’ve also heard that in antiquity the birds and beasts outnumbered people, so people all lived in nests to escape them, in the daytime collecting acorns and chestnuts, at night perching in trees. So they were called the people of the Nest Clan. In antiquity people didn’t know about clothes. In summer they collected much firewood; in winter they burned it. So they were called the people who know how to stay alive. In the time of the Divine Farmer, they slept peacefully and arose refreshed. People knew their mothers but not their fathers. They dwelled together with deer, ploughing for food and weaving for clothing, with no thought of harming each other—this was the height of ultimate Virtue.

‘However, the Yellow Emperor could not attain Virtue. He fought a war with Chī Yóu in the wilds of Zhuō Lù, the blood flowing for a hundred miles. Yáo and Shùn arose and established the various ministers; Tāng banished his ruler; King Wǔ killed the tyrant Zhòu. From then on, the strong dominated the weak and the many tyrannized the few. Since Tāng and Wǔ, they have all followed the path of disorder.

‘Now you cultivate the Way of the sage-kings Wén and Wú, applying all the fine distinctions in the world to instruct later generations; with your wide robe and thin belt, affected speech and hypocritical conduct, you mislead the rulers of the world, hoping to seek wealth and rank from them—no one is a bigger robber than you! Why doesn’t the world call you Robber Qiū instead of calling me Robber Zhí?

‘You used your sweet rhetoric to persuade Zǐlù to become your follower, making him remove his tall hat and take off his long sword to receive instruction from you. Everyone in the world all said Confucius can stop violence and prevent wrongdoing. But in the end when Zǐlù tried to kill the lord of Wèy and failed, he was chopped into mincemeat and displayed on the east gate of Wèy*—such is the failure of your teachings.

‘Do you call yourself a man of talent or a sage? You were twice banished from Lǔ, had your tracks erased in Wèy, were impoverished in Qí, and were surrounded between Chén and Cài.* There’s no place for you anywhere in the world. You taught Zǐlù the misfortune of getting himself turned into mincemeat. Above, nothing to do for oneself; below, nothing to do for others—how is your Way worth valuing?

‘Among those the world exalts, no one equals the Yellow Emperor, but even the Yellow Emperor could not keep Virtue whole, as he fought in the wilds of Zhuō Lù, the blood flowing for a hundred miles. Yáo was unkind to his children, Shùn was unfilial to his parents, Yú was partly paralysed, Tāng banished his own sovereign, King Wǔ attacked Zhòu, King Wén was imprisoned at Yǒu Lǐ. These six men* are those the world exalts, but if we thoroughly assess them, they all through a concern with profit confused their genuineness and forced themselves to go against their characteristic features and inherent nature. Thus their conduct was deeply shameful.

‘Among those the world calls worthies, no one equals Bó Yí and Shū Qí.* They declined the rulership of Gūzhú and starved to death at Mount Shǒu Yáng, their bones and flesh unburied. Bào Jiāo made a show of his conduct and condemned the world, then died with his arms locked around a tree.* When his remonstrations were ignored, Shēntú Dí loaded a rock on his back and jumped into a river, where he was eaten by fish and turtles. Jiè Zǐtuī was so extremely loyal that he cut flesh from his thigh to feed Duke Wén of Jìn. When Duke Wén later turned his back on him, Zǐtuī left in a fury and burned to death with his arms locked around a tree.* Wěi Shēng had a tryst with a girl under a bridge. When the girl didn’t come, he remained as the waters rose, dying with his arms locked around a pillar of the bridge. These six are no different from a sacrificed dog, a pig thrown to the river god, or a beggar who dies still clutching his bowl. They all valued reputation, took death lightly, and neglected the basic nurture of their lifespan.

‘Among those the world calls loyal ministers, no one equals Prince Bǐ Gān and Wǔ Zǐxū.* Zǐxū was thrown into the Yangtze and Bǐ Gān had his heart ripped out. These two the world calls loyal ministers but they ended up the laughing-stock of all the world. From the first of these cases down to Zǐxū and Bǐ Gān, none are worth honouring.

‘As to how you try to persuade me, if you tell me stories about ghosts, I don’t know about that, but if you tell me stories about people, they don’t go beyond these, which I know all about. Now I’ll tell you about the characteristic features of people: the eye wants to see beauty, the ear wants to hear sounds, the mouth wants to discern flavours, the mind wants fulfilment. The highest longevity for people is a hundred years, middling longevity is eighty, short longevity is sixty. Excluding sickness and death, worries and troubles, the amount of time in that period we have to open our mouths in laughter is no more than four or five days a month, that’s all. Heaven and earth are limitless, but people’s death has its set time. If we take this object with its set time and lodge it amidst the limitless, it passes as suddenly as a racehorse galloping past a crack in the wall. Those unable to fulfil their intentions and nurture their longevity all fail to succeed in the Way.*

‘All of what you say is what I reject. Hurry off back home and say no more. Your Way is a mad and frenzied, deceitful and sophistical, hollow and hypocritical business, which can’t fulfil our genuineness. How is it worth discussing?’ (29/15–53)

29.1d  Confucius bowed twice and hurried off. He went out the gate, mounted his carriage, and dropped the reins three times. His eyes were so dazed he couldn’t see, his face ashen. Leaning on the crossbar with his head bowed, he couldn’t catch his breath. When he returned to Lǔ, he happened to meet Liúxià Jì outside the east gate. Liúxià Jì said, ‘It’s been days now since I’ve seen you, and your horse and carriage look like you’ve been travelling. You didn’t go to see Zhí, did you?’

Confucius looked up at the sky and sighed, ‘Yes, I did’.

Liúxià Jì said, ‘And did Zhí defy your intentions as I said he would?’

Confucius said, ‘Yes. I’d call it cauterizing yourself when you’re not even sick or rushing over to poke a tiger’s head and braid its whiskers. I almost didn’t escape the tiger’s mouth!’ (29/53–6)

29.2a* Zǐzhāng asked Wholly Ill-Gotten, ‘Why don’t you attend to your conduct? Without appropriate conduct, you won’t be trusted; if you’re not trusted, you won’t be employed; if you’re not employed, you won’t benefit. So whether we look at the good reputation or calculate the benefit, righteousness is genuinely the right way to go. If you set aside reputation and benefit and reflect within your mind, you’ll see that a gentleman can’t go a single day without attending to his conduct!’

Wholly Ill-Gotten said, ‘The shameless become wealthy; the most trusted become prominent. The greatest reputation and benefit lie in being shameless yet trusted. So whether we look at the good reputation or calculate the benefit, being trusted is genuinely the right way to go. If you set aside reputation and benefit and reflect within your mind, you’ll see that for a gentleman, attending to conduct lies in embracing what we have from heaven!’ (29/56–60)

29.2b  Zǐzhāng said, ‘Long ago the tyrants Jié and Zhòu were honoured as Son of Heaven and were so wealthy as to possess the entire world. But now if you tell a servant or groom his conduct is like Jié and Zhòu, he’ll look ashamed and refuse to accept it, as they are despised by even the lowliest people. Confucius and Mòzǐ were impoverished commoners but now if you tell a prime minister your conduct is like Confucius and Mòzǐ, he will change his expression in embarrassment and say he is unworthy of such praise, as gentlemen sincerely esteem them. So someone may be as powerful as the Son of Heaven without necessarily being esteemed or as impoverished as a commoner without being disdained. The difference between esteem and disdain lies in how fine or vile one’s conduct is’.

Wholly Ill-Gotten said, ‘A petty thief gets arrested; a great thief becomes the lord of a state. Righteous gentlemen gather at the gates of lords of states. Long ago Xiǎo Bó, Duke Huán of Qí, killed his brother and married his sister-in-law, yet Guǎn Zhòng served as his minister. Zǐcháng, or Tián Chéng, killed his ruler and stole his state, yet Confucius accepted gifts from him. In their assessments, they disdained these figures, but in their conduct, they submitted to them—this is the facts of one’s speech and conduct battling with each other within one’s chest—isn’t it contradictory?! So the Documents say, “Who is vile, who is fine? Those who succeed are the head; those who fail are the tail”’. (29/60–6)

29.2c  Zǐzhāng said, ‘If you don’t attend to your conduct, you’ll fail to treat close and distant kin according to the proper relations, follow the norms of duty for higher and lower ranking people, or maintain a hierarchy among elder and younger. How will you maintain proper distinctions in interactions between the five bonds and six places?’*

Wholly Ill-Gotten said, ‘When Yáo killed his eldest son and Shùn exiled his half-brother, did they observe proper relations for close or distant kin? When Tāng banished Jié and King Wǔ killed Zhòu, did they follow norms of duty for higher and lower ranks? When Wáng Jì took succession and the Duke of Zhōu killed his elder brother, did they maintain the hierarchy between elder and younger? When the Ruists indulge in their hypocritical rhetoric and the Mohists advocate all-inclusive care, do they maintain proper distinctions between the five bonds and six places?

‘Besides, you aim for reputation, I aim for benefit. The facts about reputation and benefit don’t conform to patterns or abide by the Way. When you and I discussed this the other day with No-Agreement, I said, “The petty person sacrifices himself for wealth, the gentleman sacrifices himself for reputation. They’re different in the details of how they alter their characteristic features and change their nature, but they’re the same in discarding their inherent ends* and pursuing what aren’t their ends”. So I say:

‘Don’t be a petty person; turn and seek heaven.
Don’t be a gentleman, follow the patterns of heaven.
Whether crooked or straight, flow along towards the pole of heaven.
Turn your gaze in the four directions, diminishing and growing with the seasons.
Whether right or wrong, hold to the centre of the circle.
Alone fulfil your intentions, meandering back and forth with the Way.*


‘Don’t stubbornly proceed in a single direction; don’t strive to fulfil some norm of righteousness, or you will fail in your inherent ends.

Don’t pursue wealth, don’t seek achievement, or you will abandon what you have from heaven.

‘Bǐ Gān had his heart ripped out; Zǐxū had his eyes gouged out—these are the misfortunes that come from loyalty. Zhí Gōng testified against his father,* Wěi Shēng drowned to death—these are the troubles that come from being trustworthy. Bàozǐ stood till he withered; Shēnzǐ buried himself in the river—these are the harms that come from being incorruptible. Confucius wouldn’t see his mother; Kuāngzǐ wouldn’t see his father—these are the failings that come from being righteous.* These cases earlier generations have passed down and later generations expound to show that by rectifying their speech and insisting on their standards of conduct, gentlemen fall to such dangers and encounter such troubles’. (29/66–76)

29.3a  Insatiable asked Knowing Harmony, ‘Among the masses of people, none fail to strive for reputation and pursue benefit. If someone is wealthy, people turn to them; turning to them, they submit to them; submitting to them, they honour them. Having others submit to and honour you is the Way to enjoy long life, physical comfort, and happy thoughts. Now you alone have no intention to pursue this. Is it because you don’t know enough? Or because you know but lack the strength to carry it out? Or is it just that you push for rectitude without fail?’

Knowing Harmony said, ‘Now such a person assumes that his contemporaries and compatriots consider him the most extraordinary and outstanding person among them. But this person has absolutely no guiding norms of correctness. How he surveys the conditions of the past and present and the divisions of right and wrong simply changes along with custom. The world rejects what is most valuable and casts off what is most honourable, and he does whatever they do. Isn’t how such people assess the Way to enjoy long life, physical comfort, and happy thoughts mistaken by far?! Whether in miserable anxiety or tranquil ease, they fail to inspect their body; whether in alarmed fear or glad delight, they fail to inspect their mind. They know to do what they do but not why they do it. Thus even if as honoured as the Son of Heaven or as wealthy as to possess all the world, they will not avoid misfortune’. (29/76–82)

29.3b  Insatiable said, ‘Wealth is beneficial to a person in every way. They can enjoy beauty and power to the furthest extent, what the ultimate person cannot obtain and the worthy person cannot reach. They exploit others’ bravery to create their power; they employ others’ intelligence to produce their discernment; they rely on others’ Virtue to yield their worthiness. Without possessing a state, they are as dignified as a sovereign. Moreover, for people, sights and sounds, flavours and scents, and authority and power are things the mind enjoys without needing to study others and the body finds ease in without needing to copy others. Desires and dislikes, aversions and inclinations inherently require no teacher—these are people’s nature. Even if all the world deems me wrong, who can go without these?’

Knowing Harmony said, ‘The actions of the wise are done for the sake of the common people and so don’t violate appropriate measures. Thus, having enough, they do not contend for more; since they don’t act for ends of their own, they don’t seek more. When they don’t have enough, they seek it, contending on all sides without considering themselves greedy. Having a surplus, they decline any more and would even abandon the world without considering themselves honest. The substance of honesty and greed isn’t a matter of responding to external pressures but of the measures by which one inspects oneself. They may have the position of Son of Heaven without lording their rank over others; they may be so wealthy as to possess all the world without showing off their riches to others. They reckon the trouble and consider reversals, and if they deem something harmful to their inherent nature, they decline it, but not for the sake of reputation and praise. When Yáo and Shùn yielded the throne,* it wasn’t from benevolence to the world, it was to prevent their admirable achievements from harming their lives. When Goodroll and Xǔ Yóu refused the throne, it wasn’t from empty courtesy, it was to prevent the affairs of office from harming them. These are all cases of pursuing benefit and refusing harm, and if all the world praises them as worthies for it, that’s acceptable, but they didn’t act to seek reputation and praise’. (29/82–92)

29.3c  Insatiable said, ‘Surely it was to preserve their reputation. If they made themselves suffer, gave up pleasures, and reduced their diet to preserve life, they were just like someone who avoids death but lives with a chronic illness or protracted distress’.

Knowing Harmony said, ‘Balance is a blessing; excess is a harm. This is so of everything, but especially of wealth. Now the wealthy, their ears are full of the sounds of bells and drums, pipes and flutes, and their mouths are stuffed with the taste of the finest meats and wines, such that their thoughts are confused and they neglect their calling—you could say they’re disordered. They drown in the drives of their overflowing vital breath, as if carrying a heavy load up a slope—you could say they’re struggling. Their greed for wealth brings illness; their greed for power brings exhaustion; dwelling quietly at home, they indulge themselves; their bodies plump, they are intemperate—you could say they’re diseased. In their desire for riches and pursuit of gain, they pack their homes full of goods without knowing how to stop, driven to continue without cease—you could say they’re disgraceful. Piling up wealth without putting it to use, constantly attending to it without cease, their mind full of worries, pursuing gain with no end—you could say they’re anxious. At home, they’re suspicious of crime by thieves and pilferers; when they go out, they fear being harmed by bandits and robbers. At home, they’re surrounded by walls and towers; outside, they dare not walk alone—you could say they’re fearful. These six are the worst harms in the world, yet they neglect them, not knowing enough to examine them. When these troubles come, even if they exhaust their nature and use up their wealth trying to recover just a single carefree day, they won’t succeed. So if we look at the reputation they earn, we don’t see any; if we seek the benefits they gain, we don’t find any. To entangle one’s mind and body contending for this—isn’t it misguided?’ (29/92–100)


Book 30

A Persuasion on Swords

30.1a  Long ago King Wén of Zhào delighted in swords, and more than three thousand swordsmen gathered around his gate as retainers. Day and night they duelled before him, more than a hundred of them getting killed or injured each year, but the king was so fond of swordplay that he never tired of it. After three years of this, the kingdom declined and the various lords plotted against him.

The Crown Prince Kuī was troubled by this and summoned his attendants, saying, ‘Whoever can persuade the king to change his intentions and put a stop to the swordsmen, I will give him a thousand gold’. His attendants said, ‘Zhuāngzǐ should be able’.

The crown prince then dispatched someone to present a thousand gold to Zhuāngzǐ, but Zhuāngzǐ wouldn’t accept it. He accompanied the prince’s envoy back to see the prince and said, ‘What instructions does your highness have for me, Zhōu, such that you’d give me a thousand gold?’

The crown prince said, ‘I have heard, sir, that you are an enlightened sage, so I sincerely presented you with a thousand gold to pass on to your retinue. Since you wouldn’t accept it, what more dare I say?’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘I’ve heard that your highness wants to employ me to put an end to the king’s enthusiasm for swordplay. Suppose that on the one hand I try to persuade the king but offend against his wishes, while on the other I fail to fulfil your highness’s instructions. Then I will be punished with death, and what use would the gold be to me then? Now suppose that on the one hand I persuade the king, while on the other I fulfil your highness’s instructions. Then is there anything in the state of Zhào I wouldn’t receive if I asked?’

The crown prince said, ‘That’s the case. But our king will see only swordsmen’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Understood. I am good with a sword’.

The crown prince said, ‘But the swordsmen our king sees all have unkempt hair, untrimmed side locks, tilted caps, rough chinstraps, and short jackets. They glare fiercely and speak aggressively. All this pleases the king. Now if you insist on seeing the king wearing your scholar’s garb, the matter will certainly go very badly’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Allow me to go prepare a swordsman’s outfit’. (30/1–9)

30.1b  After three days preparing a swordsman’s outfit, he went to see the crown prince. The crown prince then went with him to see the king.

The king awaited them with the naked blade of his sword unsheathed. Zhuāngzǐ walked through the hall gates without hurrying and didn’t bow when he saw the king.

The king said, ‘What do you wish to teach me, having sent my son to introduce you?’

‘I’ve heard your majesty delights in swords, so I’ve come to see you about swords’.

The king said, ‘How able is your sword at overcoming enemies?’

‘My sword can cut down one man every ten paces without stopping for a thousand miles’.

The king was greatly pleased. ‘Then there’s no match for you in the world!’

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘In swordsmanship, you show the opponent emptiness, open him up by offering an advantage, make your move after him, but get there before him. I wish to try my skill for you’.

The king said, ‘Go to your lodging to rest and await my command. I will arrange a contest and invite you’. (30/9–13)

30.1c  Then the king matched his swordsmen against each other for seven days. After more than sixty had died or been injured, he selected five or six and had them present themselves with their swords below the hall.* Then he summoned Zhuāngzǐ.

The king said, ‘Today we will try your swords against each other’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘I’ve looked forward to this for a long time’.

The king said, ‘Will the weapon you wield be long or short?’

‘Any sword I am asked to bear is acceptable. But I have three swords at your majesty’s service. Allow me to first explain them and then try one’.

The king said, ‘I wish to hear about the three swords’.

‘There are the sword of the Son of Heaven, the sword of the lord of a state, and the sword of the vulgar’.

The king said, ‘What is the sword of the Son of Heaven like?’

‘The sword of the Son of Heaven has Swallow Gorge and Rockwall as its point, Mount Tài in Qí as its edge, the states of Jìn and Wèy as its spine, Zhōu and Sòng as its hand guard, and Hán and Wèi as its hilt. It is wrapped by the foreign tribes of the four frontiers, enclosed by the four seasons, encircled by the Bó Sea, and worn by the Héng Mountains. It is regulated according to the Five Phases, assessed by punishment and favour, drawn by the yīn and yáng energies, held by spring and summer, and put into action by autumn and winter. This sword—when thrust, there’s nothing before it; when raised, nothing above it; when pressed down, nothing below it; when swung about, nothing beside it. Above, it pierces the floating clouds; below, it cuts the foundations of the earth. As soon as this sword is used, it rectifies the various lords and all the world submits. This is the sword of the Son of Heaven’.

Lost in bewilderment, King Wén said, ‘What is the sword of the lord of a state like?’

‘The sword of the lord of a state has wise and courageous men as its point; pure and honest men as its edge; worthy and good men as its spine; loyal and sagely men as its hand guard; and valiant and heroic men as its hilt. This sword—when thrust, there’s nothing before it; when raised, nothing above it; when pressed down, nothing below it; when swung about, nothing beside it. Above, it is modelled on round heaven to conform to the sun, moon, and stars; below, it is modelled on the square earth to conform to the four seasons; in between, it accords with the people’s wishes to bring peace to settlements across the four directions. As soon as this sword is used, it is like the crashing of thunder—all within the borders submit and obey the lord’s commands. This is the sword of the lord of a state’.

The king said, ‘What is the sword of the vulgar like?’

‘The sword of the vulgar has unkempt hair, untrimmed side locks, tilted caps, rough chinstraps, short jackets, fierce glares, aggressive speech, and duels before you. Above, it chops necks and throats; below, it pierces livers and lungs. This is the sword of the vulgar, which is no different from cockfighting. In a single morning, its life is cut off, and it is no longer of any use in the affairs of the state. Now your majesty holds the position of the Son of Heaven yet is fond of the sword of the vulgar. I venture on your majesty’s behalf to scorn it’.

The king then led him up into the hall. While the stewards served a meal, the king walked around the table three times. Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Your majesty, calm down, be seated, and settle your spirits. On the matter of swords I have finished my presentation’.

After this, King Wén did not leave the palace for three months, while the swordsmen all killed themselves in their quarters. (30/13–29)


Book 31

The Fisherman

31.1a  Confucius went wandering through the Black Curtain Forest and sat down to rest on Apricot Ledge.* While his disciples read their books, Confucius strummed his zither and sang. Before the piece was half finished, a fisherman got out of his boat and came over, his beard and eyebrows pure white, his hair down over his shoulders, his sleeves pulled up. He climbed up the bank onto the level shore and when he reached high ground stopped to listen, left hand resting on his knee, right hand holding his chin.

When the piece concluded he beckoned to Zǐgòng and Zǐlù, who both responded. The stranger pointed to Confucius and said, ‘What does he do?’

Zǐlù said, ‘He is a gentleman of Lǔ’.

The stranger asked his clan. Zǐlù answered, ‘He belongs to the Kǒng clan’.

The stranger said, ‘What is Mr Kǒng’s occupation?’

Before Zǐlù could answer, Zǐgòng replied, ‘Mr Kǒng by his inherent nature is devoted to loyalty and trustworthiness; he practices benevolence and righteousness, elaborates ceremonial propriety and music, and sorts out human relations, thereby manifesting loyalty to the sovereign above and educating the ordinary people below, so as to benefit all the world. This is Mr Kǒng’s occupation’.

He asked further, ‘Is he a prince who possesses territory?’

Zǐgòng said, ‘No’.

‘A counsellor to a lord or king?’

Zǐgòng said, ‘No’.

The stranger then laughed and turned to leave, saying as he walked, ‘As far as benevolence goes, he may indeed be benevolent, but I’m afraid that won’t keep him out of trouble. He endangers the genuine in him by straining his mind and wearying his body.* Alas! How far he has diverged from the Way!’

Zǐgòng went back and reported this to Confucius, who pushed aside his zither, stood up, and said, ‘Might he be a sage?’ Then he went down to find him. When he reached the lake shore, the stranger was just about to lean on his punting pole to push his boat off the shore. Looking back and seeing Confucius, he turned in his direction and stood there. Confucius stepped back, bowed twice, and approached.

The stranger said, ‘What do you want?’

Confucius said, ‘Sir, a moment ago you made some initial remarks but left. I am unworthy and didn’t understand what you said, so I’m humbly standing in attendance in the hope of hearing you cough out something that might in the end assist me’.

The stranger said, ‘Hmm! Great indeed is your fondness for learning!’*

Confucius bowed twice and rose, saying, ‘I have pursued learning since I was young, but now I’ve reached the age of sixty-nine without having heard the ultimate teaching. How dare I not humbly remain open-minded?’ (31/1–12)

31.1b  The stranger said, ‘Things of the same kind follow along with each other; things with the same sounds respond to each other—these indeed are patterns of heaven. Let me set aside my own concerns and attend to what you pursue.

‘What you pursue is human affairs. The supreme sovereign, various lords, administrators, and commoners—the finest in good order is for these four to be upright in themselves, and no disorder is greater than these four departing from their proper places. If officials manage their duties and people attend to their work, there are no disruptions.

‘So uncultivated fields, dilapidated homes, insufficient food and clothing, unpaid taxes, discord between wife and concubine, disarray between elders and youngsters—these are the worries of the common people.

‘Inability to fulfil one’s responsibilities, failure to manage official business, corrupt conduct, lazy and negligent subordinates, failure to receive due credit, incommensurate rank and salary—these are the worries of administrators.

‘A shortage of loyal ministers at court, state and clan in chaos, unskilled workers and artisans, inferior tribute items, being denied proper precedence in court visits, disobeying the supreme sovereign—these are the worries of the various lords.

‘The yīn and yáng energies in discord; unseasonal cold and heat that injure all things; rebellion among the various lords, who illicitly usurp and attack each other, harming the common people; irregularities in ceremony and music; insufficient financial resources; human relations in disorder; public morals dissolute—these are the worries of the supreme sovereign and his counsellors.

‘Now you have neither the power of a lord or counsellor above nor the office of a minister or bureaucrat below, yet you illicitly elaborate ceremony and music and sort out human relations to educate the ordinary people—aren’t you far too much of a busybody?!’* (31/12–20)

31.1c  ‘Moreover, in people there are eight defects and in affairs there are four faults that you can’t fail to examine.

‘To busy oneself with things that aren’t one’s business is called being domineering. To push forward what no one cares about is called wheedling. To guide one’s words by pandering to others’ intentions is called sycophancy. To speak without regard for right and wrong is called flattery. To be fond of speaking of others’ faults is called slander. To break up friendships and separate kin is called maliciousness. To flatter and deceive in order to ruin others is called duplicitousness. To act without regard for good or bad, allowing either and doing whatever works in order to covertly seize what one wants is called treachery.

‘In social relations, these eight defects disrupt others, while personally, they injure oneself. The gentleman does not befriend someone who has them; the enlightened ruler does not employ him as a minister.

‘As to what we call the four faults, to be fond of managing great affairs, changing and replacing regular practice in order to accrue credit and reputation, is called ambition. Assuming you know best, doing whatever you want, encroaching on what is others’ and using it for oneself is called greed. To commit mistakes without correcting them and to become more obstinate the more you are criticized is called stubbornness. Approving only when others are the same as oneself, and disapproving anything different from oneself, even if it is good, is called conceited. These are the four faults.

‘Only if a person can eliminate the eight defects and refrain from the four faults can they begin to be taught’. (31/20–6)

31.1d  Abashed, Confucius sighed, bowed twice, and arose, saying, ‘I was twice exiled from Lǔ, had my tracks erased in Wèy, had a tree felled on me in Sòng, and was surrounded in Chén and Cài.* I don’t know what I did wrong to encounter these four denunciations’.

A melancholy look coming over his face, the stranger said, ‘How difficult indeed it is for you to understand! There was a man who, fearing his shadow and loathing his footprints, ran to get away from them. The more times he lifted his feet, the more footprints he made. No matter how much faster he ran, his shadow wouldn’t leave his body. Considering himself to be still too slow, he ran faster without resting until he completely used up his strength and died. He didn’t know enough to sit in a shady spot to put his shadow to rest and remain still to cease making footprints—how deeply foolish indeed!

‘You examine distinctions between benevolence and righteousness, investigate the borders between same and different, observe the alterations of movement and stillness, measure the fittingness of giving and receiving, rearrange the feelings of like and dislike, harmonize the measures of delight and anger, and you’ve barely been able to avoid misfortune. Carefully cultivate yourself, meticulously preserve the genuine in you, turn back and leave things to others, and then you’ll be free of entanglements. Now to seek it in others while not cultivating it in oneself, isn’t that indeed extraneous?’ (31/26–32)

31.1e  Abashed, Confucius said, ‘May I ask what you call the genuine?’

The stranger said, ‘The genuine is the ultimate in pure integrity.* Without purity and integrity, you cannot move others. So forced crying, no matter how sad, does not incite grief; forced anger, no matter how stern, does not intimidate; forced affection, even if one smiles, is not affable. Genuine sadness incites grief even without a sound; genuine anger intimidates even before it is released; genuine affection is affable even without smiling. The spirit of those who are genuine within can move things outwardly. This is why we value genuineness.

‘A person who applies this to human relations is kind and filial in serving parents, loyal and honest in serving the ruler, pleasant and happy when drinking wine, sad and sorrowful when handling mourning. In loyalty and honesty, merit is the main point; in drinking, happiness is the main point; in mourning, sorrow is the main point; in serving parents, pleasing them is the main point. In achieving merit, there is no single track to follow; in pleasing your parents, the means doesn’t matter; in drinking happily, the type of cup doesn’t matter; in mourning sorrowfully, the details of ceremony don’t matter. Ceremonial propriety is what we do by common custom; genuineness is what we receive from heaven—it is so in itself and can’t be exchanged for anything else. So the sage takes heaven as their standard and values genuineness, without being bound by custom. The fool is the opposite of this, unable to take heaven as their standard while worrying about the human, not knowing to value genuineness, blithely altering along with custom, and so never being satisfied. What a pity, that you were imbued so early with human artifice and learned of the Great Way only so late’. (31/32–40)

31.1f  Again Confucius bowed twice and rose, saying, ‘Today I’ve had a fortunate encounter, like a blessing from heaven. Sir, if it would not shame you to let me join the ranks of those in your service and teach me in person, may I ask where you live, so that I may request to receive instruction from you and finish studying the Great Way?’

The stranger said, ‘I’ve heard, if it’s someone fit for you to travel with, by joining together you may reach a wonderful Way; but if it’s someone unfit for you to travel with, who doesn’t know the Way, carefully avoid joining with them, and then you can avoid mistakes. Do your best! I leave you, I leave you!’ Then he poled the boat away from the shore and left, making his way through the reeds. (31/40–3)

31.1g  Yán Yuān turned the carriage around, and Zǐlù handed Confucius the mounting strap, but Confucius paid no attention. He waited until the ripples on the water settled and the sound of the pole could no longer be heard before he dared mount the carriage.

Zǐlù leaned on the carriage and asked, ‘Sir, I’ve been in your service for a long time, and I’ve never see you in such awe of someone you met. On seeing you, sir, rulers of a myriad chariots and lords of a thousand have never failed to share their court and treat you with the ceremony due an equal, and still you had a haughty look. Today a fisherman stood there leaning on a pole with his back to you and you bent your waist like a chiming stone,* bowing before you answered each time he spoke. Wasn’t this too much? We disciples all found your conduct strange, sir. Why did the fisherman prompt this response from you?’

Confucius leaned on the crossbar and sighed, ‘How difficult indeed it is to educate you! You’ve been immersed in propriety and duty a long time, yet you still haven’t got rid of your rude, vulgar attitudes. Come here and I will explain it to you. To meet an elder without showing reverence is impolite; to see a worthy without showing respect is unbenevolent. Were he not an ultimate person, he’d be unable to make others humble themselves; if we humble ourselves without sincerity, we fail to attain the genuine in ourselves and so will continually injure ourselves. What a pity! There is no greater misfortune for a person than failing to be benevolent, yet you, Zǐlù, claim this for yourself.

‘Moreover, the Way is what the myriad things follow. When various things lose it, they die; when they get it, they live. In affairs, defying it yields failure; following it, success. So the sage respects the Way wherever it is. Now the fisherman can be said to possess the Way. Dare I not show reverence?’ (31/43–51)


Book 32

Liè Yùkòu*

32.1a  Liè Yùkòu went to Qí but halfway there turned around and returned. He happened to meet Uncle Dark Nobody, who said, ‘What made you turn back?’

‘I was scared’.

‘Why were you scared?’

‘I ate at ten stew stalls, and five of them served me first, [before other guests who were already waiting]’.

Uncle Dark Nobody said, ‘If that’s the case, why were you scared?’

‘If one’s inward integrity is not released, one’s demeanour takes on a brilliance that radiates outward to make others’ hearts submit, such that they easily treat him as a noble or elder and present him with their various troubles. These stalls’ only product is stew, and no matter how much business they get, they make only the thinnest profits and possess the slightest power. Yet they still singled me out for special treatment like this—how much more would a lord of a myriad chariots do so!* His body wearied by the state and his wisdom exhausted by affairs, he would employ me in affairs and examine my achievements. So I was scared’.

Uncle Dark Nobody said, ‘Excellent observations! But if you stay at home, people will still turn to you’. (32/1–6)

32.1b  Not long afterwards, when Uncle Dark Nobody went to see Lièzǐ, the space outside his door was filled with shoes.* Uncle Dark Nobody stood there facing north, his chin resting on his staff. After standing there a while, he left without saying anything.

When the doorkeeper told Lièzǐ about this, he picked up his shoes and ran barefoot after Uncle Dark Nobody. Reaching the gate, he said, ‘Sir, since you’ve come, won’t you dispense some medicine for me?’

‘Enough! I told you before that people will turn to you, and indeed they have. It’s not that you’re able to make people turn to you but that you’re unable to make them not turn to you. What’s the point in delighting people like this to show off how exceptional you are? Surely by influencing them you are disturbing your own original capacities, and there’s nothing more to be said. None of those who associate with you will tell you this, and the petty words they do speak are all simply poisonous to you. None of you awakened, none enlightened, how can you examine and correct one another?

‘The skilled labour while the wise worry. Those with no special ability seek nothing in particular; they merely eat their fill and wander aimlessly, drifting like an unmoored boat, emptily wandering’.* (32/6–11)

32.2  Huǎn, a man of Zhèng, recited the classics at Mr Qiú’s place. In three years, Huǎn became a Ruist. As the river enriches the land all around it, Huǎn’s bounty extended throughout his three clans,* leading his brother to become a Mohist. When the Ruist and the Mohist disputed one another, his father supported the Mohist. After ten years of this, Huǎn committed suicide. He came to his father in a dream and said, ‘I was the one who made your son a Mohist. Why not go see my grave, where I’ve become the cones of the autumn cypress?’*

When the maker of things endows people, it doesn’t endow their humanity but rather the heavenly aspects* in them. Their inherent features cause them to be as they are.* Because this man considered himself different from others, he despised his father, just as ordinary people fight each other over well water.* So we say, people today are all like Huǎn. They consider themselves right, but someone who has Virtue considers them ignorant, let alone someone who has the Way! The ancients called this the punishment of fleeing from heaven.* (32/11–16)

32.3a  Sages seek ease where they are at ease, not where they are not at ease. The masses of people seek ease where they are not at ease, not where they are at ease.* (32/16–17)

32.3b  Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘To know the Way is easy; not to speak is hard. Knowing without speaking is how to reach the heavenly; knowing and speaking about it is how to reach the human. The people of antiquity were heavenly without being human’.* (32/17–18)

32.3c  Zhūpēng Màn studied slaughtering dragons under Cripple Yì, exhausting the wealth of his well-off family. After three years his skill was complete, but there was nowhere to use his craft.* (32/18–19)

32.3d  Sages consider the necessary to be unnecessary and so do not resort to arms; the masses of people consider the unnecessary to be necessary and so often resort to arms. Because they follow the course of arms, their conduct is always pursuing something. Those who rely on the force of arms will perish. (32/19–20)

32.3e  The wisdom of the common person doesn’t go beyond gift wrapping and greeting cards, wearing out their vital spirit on the shallow and trivial yet wanting to save the world by guiding things to attain the empty form of the Supreme One. Someone like this is confused about the cosmos, their bodily form tied down without understanding the Supreme Beginning. The ultimate person, on the other hand—their vital spirit returns to the beginningless and they sleep sweetly in the land of nothing-at-all. They are like water flowing in formlessness, gushing forth from the supreme purity. Sad! You devote yourself to knowing trifles while knowing nothing of the great tranquillity. (32/20–2)

32.4  Among the people of Sòng there was one Cáo Shāng, whom the king of Sòng dispatched as an envoy to Qín. When he went, he received several carriages from the king of Sòng. The king of Qín was pleased with him and added a hundred more. When he returned to Sòng, he saw Zhuāngzǐ and said, ‘Living in a narrow lane in a poor neighbourhood, impoverished and weaving shoes for a living, with a scrawny neck and sallow face—this is where I fall short. Enlightening the lord of a myriad chariots in one go and returning with a retinue of a hundred carriages—this is where I excel’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘When the king of Qín is ill and summons a doctor, the one who lances an abscess or drains a cyst gets one carriage. The one who licks his hemorrhoids gets five carriages. The more foul the condition they treat, the more carriages they get. To have got that many carriages, how could you have been treating only his hemorrhoids? Away with you!’ (32/22–6)

32.5a  Duke Āi of Lǔ asked Yán Hé,* ‘If I make Confucius the pillar of my government, will there be hope for the state?’

‘Dangerous! Perilous! Confucius seeks to gild the lily, pursues flowery phrases, mistakes tangents for the main point, and contorts his inherent nature to put on a show for the people without realizing they distrust him, receiving all this in his mind and letting it control his spirit—how is he fit to be placed above the people?! Does he please you? Do you wish to provide for him? To do so would be a mistake. Now letting the people depart from the substantial to learn artifice is not what to show the people. Considering this for the sake of later generations, it’d be best to drop the matter, as it would be so difficult to manage’. (32/26–9)

32.5b  Bestowing favours on people without forgetting about it is not heaven’s way of giving.* Such a person even merchants do not engage with. Even if they must engage with them for business, their spirit doesn’t engage with them. (32/29–31)

32.5c  External punishments are inflicted by instruments of metal and wood, internal punishments by unrest and regret. When ignorant people meet with external punishment, metal and wood interrogate them; when they meet with internal punishment, the yīn and yáng energies eat at them. To avoid both external and internal punishment—only the genuine person is able to do this.*

32.6  Confucius said, ‘In all cases, people’s minds are more dangerous than mountains and rivers and more difficult to understand than heaven. Heaven at least has regular periods of spring and autumn, winter and summer, night and day. People on the other hand have a thick countenance under which their actual attitudes lie deep within. So they may have an honest appearance yet be grasping; seem superior yet be unworthy; seem accommodating yet be firm and direct; seem resolute yet be lax; seem to dawdle yet be impatient. So they pursue righteousness like the thirsty pursuing water but then abandon it as if touching something hot.

‘So the gentleman will dispatch someone on a distant mission and observe whether they are loyal; employ them nearby and observe whether they are respectful; assign them a troublesome task and observe their abilities; suddenly question them and observe their knowledge; give them an urgent deadline and observe their reliability; entrust them with property and observe their honesty; inform them of danger and observe their composure; intoxicate them with wine and observe their comportment; and place them in various social settings and observe their expression.* By carrying out these nine tests, one can identify an unworthy person’. (32/31–6)

32.7a  When Zhèng Kǎofù was first appointed to office, he bowed his head. When he was appointed again as minister, he bent from the waist. When he was appointed a third time, as prime minister, he prostrated himself on the ground, then left, slinking along the wall.* Who dare not emulate him? As to the ordinary person, when first appointed, he struts about conceitedly. When appointed again, he dances in his carriage. When appointed a third time, he calls his own uncles by their given names. Who can be as humble as Yáo and Xǔ Yóu?* (32/36–8)

32.7b  No harm is greater than for Virtue to have a mind and for this mind to have eyes.* Once it has eyes, it looks within, and when it looks within, failure ensues. There are five malevolent Virtues,* and inward Virtue is the worst. What is ‘inward Virtue’? ‘Inward Virtue’ is admiring yourself so much that you deprecate anything you don’t do. (32/38–9)

32.7c  There are eight extremes that lead txo failure, three requirements for success, and six viscera in the body.

Beauty, beard, height, size, strength, grace, courage, and daring—if all eight of these surpass others, one will fail because of them.

Following along with things, leaning forward and back in response to others, and worrying about being less competent than others—if all three of these are operative, the path to success is open.

Knowledge and wisdom penetrate outward; courage and action invoke much resentment; benevolence and righteousness incur much reproach.*

One who masters the characteristic features of life is grand; one who masters knowledge is petty. One who masters fate on a large scale follows along with it; one who masters fate on a small scale merely encounters it.* (32/39–42)

32.8  There was a person who, after an audience with the king of Sòng, was given ten carriages and proudly showed them off to Zhuāngzǐ.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘By the river there lived a poor family who wove reeds for a living. The son went diving in a deep spot and found a pearl worth a thousand gold. His father said, “Fetch a rock and smash it. A pearl worth a thousand gold must have been tucked under the chin of the black dragon of the ninefold depths. For you to have been able to get that pearl, you must have come along when it was asleep. If the black dragon had been awake, how would there be anything left of you?”

‘Now the state of Sòng is even deeper than the ninefold depths, and the king of Sòng is more ferocious than a black dragon. For you to have been able to get those carriages, you must have come along when he was asleep. If the king of Sòng had been awake, you’d have been smashed to pieces’. (32/42–6)

32.9* A ruler wanted to employ Zhuāngzǐ. Zhuāngzǐ answered his messenger, saying, ‘Have you seen a sacrificial ox? It’s clothed in patterned embroidery and fed grass and beans, but when it is led into the great temple, even if it wished to be simply a solitary calf, how could it?’ (32/46–7)

32.10a  When Zhuāngzǐ was approaching death, his disciples wanted to give him a rich burial.* Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘I have heaven and earth as my inner and outer coffins, the sun and moon as my pair of jade discs, the stars and constellations as my pearls, and the myriad things as my funerary goods. How are my burial items not all prepared? What could be better than these?’

The disciples said, ‘We’re afraid the crows and kites will eat you, master’.

Zhuāngzǐ said, ‘Above, I’d be eaten by crows and kites; below, I’d be eaten by mole crickets and ants. Robbing from one to give to the other—how partial that is!’ (32/47–50)

32.10b  If you use what’s not level to level things out, the resulting levelness isn’t level; if you use what’s not verified to verify, the verification isn’t verified. Those who make a show of brilliance are merely employed by things; those of spirit recruit things into their service. Brilliance has never been able to outdo spirit,* yet the ignorant go among people relying only on what they happen to have seen. Their efforts are extraneous.* Isn’t it sad? (32/50–2)


Book 33

All the World*

33.1  Many in the world pursue various specialized arts, all of them assuming that what they possess cannot be added to. Ultimately, where are they present, what in antiquity were called the arts of the Way? I say, ‘There’s nowhere they aren’t present’. You may ask, ‘From where does spirit descend? From where does intelligence emerge?’* I say, ‘Sages are born from somewhere, kings are formed from something, but both have their source in the One’.

Those who do not depart from the ancestral source, we call ‘people of heaven’. Those who do not depart from their vitality, we call ‘spirit-people’. Those who do not depart from genuineness, we call ‘ultimate people’. Those who take heaven as their ancestral source, Virtue as their root, and the Way as their gateway, who foresee fluctuation and transformation, we call sages. Those who take benevolence to be kindness, righteousness to be pattern, propriety to be conduct, music to be harmony, and are imbued with compassion, we call gentlemen. Those who take standards to determine allotments, take names as markers, use alignment to test, and use verification to make decisions, just as when counting off from one to four, this is how the hundred bureaus engage with each other. Taking affairs as their regular business, taking food and clothing as their major concern, attending to breeding, growing, rearing, and storing, so that old and young, orphaned and solitary,* all have a means of provision, these are the patterns by which the people act.

Weren’t the people of antiquity complete! Companions to spirit-intelligence, aligned with heaven and earth, nurturing the myriad things, harmonizing all the world, their bounty reached the common people, they understood the root sequences while connecting them to the detailed measures, and they comprehended the six directions and four regions. Whether small or large, fine or coarse, there was nothing their workings failed to cover. Much of what they clarified and formulated into sequences and measures still exists in the old laws and the records transmitted through the ages. As to what’s in the Songs, Documents, Rites, and Music, many of the scholars of Zōu and Lǔ, teachers with official batons in their sashes,* can clarify it. (The Songs guide aims; the Documents guide affairs; the Rites guide conduct; the Music guides harmony; the Changes guide yīn and yáng; the Spring and Autumn Annals guide titles and roles.)* As to the formulations dispersed across the world and implemented in the central states, some among the various traditions of learning occasionally cite and teach them.*

The world is in great disorder, the identity of worthies and sages is unclear, and the Way and Virtue are not unified.* Many in the world have attained insight into some one aspect of it, on which they pride themselves. It’s analogous to the ears, eyes, nose, and mouth each understanding some feature but being unable to connect them together. Similarly, the various skills of the hundred schools all have their strengths and their uses in certain contexts. However, neither complete nor comprehensive, they are scholars of one bend in the Way. In assessing the beauty of heaven and earth, analysing the patterns of the myriad things, and examining the whole scope of what the people of antiquity possessed, few can attain a thorough grasp of the beauty of heaven and earth or balance the full scale of spirit-intelligence. Thus the Way of being sagely in personal life and kingly in public life has become dark and unclear, suppressed and stifled. The people of the world each do whatever they wish, taking it to be the right direction. Sad! The hundred schools go off in their own directions without returning, certainly never to join together. If later generations of scholars unfortunately fail to see the purity of heaven and earth, then the overall whole of the arts of the Way developed by the people of antiquity will be fractured for all the world. (33/1–16)

33.2  Neither extravagant in a decadent age, nor wasteful with the myriad things, nor disorderly* in the use of sequences and measures, applying clear guidelines to rectify onesel f * so as to be prepared for the crises of the age—some of the ancient arts of the Way are present in this. Mò Dí and Qín Gǔlí* heard about this approach and delighted in it, but in what they did they went much too far, while in what they renounced they were excessive. They initiated a practice of condemning music, dubbing it ‘moderation in use’. They held that in life one shouldn’t sing, in death one should have no adornment. Mòzǐ cared for all, benefited all-inclusively, and condemned fighting, as he taught to not be angry. He was also fond of study and widely learned. He did not seek to be different, but he disagreed with the former kings by criticizing the ancient rites and music.

The Yellow Emperor had the ‘Xián Chí’ symphony, Yáo had the ‘Dà Zhāng’, Shùn had the ‘Dà Sháo’, Yú had the ‘Dà Xià’, Tāng had the ‘Dà Huò’, King Wén had the ‘Pì Yōng’, King Wǔ and the Duke of Zhōu composed martial music. In ancient mourning rites, noble and lowly had different ceremonies, while those above and below had different degrees. The Son of Heaven had seven nested coffins, the feudal lords five, high officials three, and gentlemen two.

Now Mòzǐ alone holds that in life we shouldn’t sing, in death we should have no adornment. He set a standard of a three-inch thick wooden coffin, with no outer coffin. To teach others this, I fear, is not caring for them; to practice it yourself is certainly not caring for yourself. I wouldn’t slander Mòzǐ’s Way. Still, if you sang, he’d condemn your singing; if you wailed at funerals, he’d condemn your wailing; if you made music, he’d condemn your music. Was he indeed the same kind as the rest of us?* His life was arduous; his death was meagre. His Way is too harsh: it makes people suffer, it makes them grieve. His practices are so difficult to carry out that I fear they cannot be the Way of a sage, for the world cannot bear what defies the hearts of all the world. Even if Mòzǐ himself could bear it, what about the rest of the world? By thus setting himself apart from the world, he was far from kingship.

Mòzǐ declared, ‘Long ago, when Yú* dammed the floods, diverted the Yangtze and Yellow River, and connected the four tribes and nine regions, there were three hundred well-known rivers, three thousand tributaries, and countless small streams. Yú himself took up a spade and basket to channel together all the world’s rivers until there was no flesh on his calves or hair on his shins. Bathed in pouring rain, combed by fierce winds, he instituted a myriad states. Yú was a great sage yet he physically laboured for all the world like this’. This led many of the Mohists of later ages to wear coarse clothes of hide and hemp, with wooden clogs or grass sandals, and to never rest day or night, taking self-exertion to be the highest. They said, ‘Anyone unable to do this is not following the Way of Yú and is unfit to be called a Mohist’.

The disciples of Xiànglǐ Qín, the followers of Wǔ Hóu, the Mohists of the south, such as Kǔ Huò, Yǐ Chǐ, and Dènglíngzǐ, all recite the Mohist canons* yet hold different, contradictory views, calling each other heretical Mohists. They abuse each other in disputes over hard and white or similar and different, answering each other with expressions at odds and evens that don’t align. They consider their masters sages, and all wish them to become overall leader, whose line will pass down to future generations. Even today the matter is unresolved.

Mò Dí and Qín Gǔlí’s intentions were right but their practice was wrong, which led later generations of Mohists to assume they simply must exert themselves in urging each other forward until there was no flesh left on their calves or hair on their shins. This was superior to disorder but inferior to good order. Still, Mòzǐ was genuinely the finest in the world—you won’t find another like him. Though withered and haggard, he would not give up—a man of talent! (33/16–32)

33.3  Unburdened by custom, unadorned with possessions, never careless towards others, nor defying the crowd, wishing for peace throughout the world to sustain people’s livelihood, stopping when your own and others’ nurture is adequately provided for, using these norms to cleanse your mind—some of the ancient arts of the Way are present in this. Sòng Xíng and Yǐn Wén* heard about this approach and delighted in it. They invented the Mount Huá cap to represent themselves. In dealing with things, their starting point was to remove biases. They expounded the tolerance of the mind, dubbing it ‘the conduct of the mind’, in order for people to get along harmoniously and happily, bringing accord to all within the seas. That we should consider the characteristic wants few* they deemed the main point. To save people from fighting, they advocated that to be insulted is not disgraceful. To save the world from war, they advocated putting a stop to aggression and laying arms to rest. With these doctrines, they travelled throughout the world, persuading those above and instructing those below. Even though the world did not adopt their teachings, they persisted in speaking out without giving up. So it was said, those above and below were tired of seeing them yet they insisted on showing up.

Still, they were too committed to others and did too little for themselves. They said, ‘The characteristic wants are indeed few. Five pints of rice is enough’. The teachers I fear didn’t get their fill, but although their own students went hungry, they never forgot about the world. Day and night they didn’t rest, saying ‘We must save lives!’ How proud, these saviours of the world! They said, ‘The gentleman does not undertake pointless inquiries and does not put himself in hock for things’. They took it that, if something was of no advantage to the world, setting it aside was better than clarifying it. They took forbidding aggression and laying arms to rest to be the outward, public side, the characteristic wants being few and shallow to be the inward, personal side. The minor and major, fine and coarse, of their views, along with their practices, reached to this and no further. (33/32–41)

33.4  Impartial without being partisan, changing without partiality, flowing forth without any guiding master, inclining towards things without second thoughts, not attending to forethought, not applying knowledge to plan things out, having no preferences as to things but only going along together with them—some of the ancient arts of the Way are present in this. Péng Méng, Tián Pián, and Shèn Dào* heard about this approach and delighted in it. They put evening out the myriad things* first, saying, ‘Heaven can cover things but can’t bear them up; earth can bear them up but can’t cover them; the Great Way can embrace them but can’t distinguish them’. They understood that the myriad things all have respects in which they are acceptable and respects in which they are unacceptable. So they said, ‘if you select, you fail to be comprehensive; if you instruct, you fail to cover things. The Way leaves nothing out’.*

Thus Shèn Dào discarded knowing and abandoned the self, instead following along with the inevitable. He considered indifferently letting things carry him along to be the pattern of the Way. He said, ‘Know to not know’, intending to dismiss knowing and then destroy it altogether. Shameless, heedless of responsibility, he laughed at how the world elevated the worthy. Indulgent, heedless of conduct, he rejected the great sages of the world. Hammering down corners and rounding off edges, he rolled along with things; giving up right and wrong, he could avoid burdens; not guiding himself by knowing and deliberation, unaware of what comes first or last, he became simply clump-like,* moving only when pushed, going only when dragged, like the swirling of a whirlwind, the twirling of a feather, or the turning of a grindstone, complete without defects, in movement or stillness never erring, never making a mistake. Why is this? An insentient thing is free from the trouble of establishing a self and the burden of employing knowing. Whether in movement or stillness, it does not depart from the patterns and thus for its entire existence is never praised. So he said, ‘Simply become like an insentient thing. There’s no need for worthies and sages. A clump of earth never misses the Way’.

The eminent and prominent joined together in laughing at him, saying, ‘Shèn Dào’s Way doesn’t concern the conduct of living people, it pertains to the patterns of dead people’. He succeeded only in getting himself considered strange.

Tián Pián was also like this. He studied with Péng Méng and obtained the non-teaching from him. Péng Méng’s teacher said, ‘In antiquity the people of the Way reached the point that they deemed nothing ‘right’ and nothing ‘wrong’,* that’s all. Their style of doing things was like a momentary breeze. How can we speak of it?’

They constantly opposed people, weren’t admired, and couldn’t avoid rounding off corners. What they called the Way wasn’t the Way, and what they said was right didn’t avoid being wrong. Péng Méng, Tián Pián, and Shèn Dào didn’t know the Way, although roughly they had all heard some of it. (33/41–54)

33.5  Taking the root to be the fine core, taking things to be the coarse manifestations, taking what is accumulated to be inadequate, tranquilly dwelling alone with the spirit-intelligence—some of the ancient arts of the Way are present in this. Guān Yǐn and Lǎo Dān* heard about this approach and delighted in it. They established it by means of the constantly non-existent and directed it by means of the Supreme One. They took suppleness and humility to be the outward presentation, emptiness and avoiding harm to the myriad things to be the inward substance.

Guān Yǐn said, ‘Not dwelling on what is in oneself, things take form and present themselves. Moving, be like water; still, be like a mirror; responding, be like an echo. Vague, as if absent! Quiet, like what is pure! Assimilating to it, one attains harmony; possessing it, one loses it’.* He never moved ahead of others but always followed along with them.

Lǎo Dān said, ‘Knowing the male but abiding by the female, become the world’s ravine; knowing the white but abiding by the blackened, become the world’s valley’.* Others all choose to go ahead; he alone chose to go behind,* saying, ‘Accept the world’s humiliation’.* Others all choose the full; he alone chose the empty. Storing nothing, he thus had a surplus. (Standing alone, he had a surplus.)* In conducting himself he was slow but not wasteful, taking no action while laughing at the clever. Others all seek good fortune; he alone sought wholeness by bending,* saying, ‘If only I can avoid fault’. Taking depth to be his root, moderation his guideline, he said, ‘The hard is destroyed, the sharp is blunted’.* He was always tolerant of things while not imposing on people. Although they failed to reach the highest,* Guān Yǐn and Lǎo Dān were prodigious genuine men of antiquity! (33/54–62)

33.6  Blank and vast without form; fluctuating and transforming without constancy. Dead? Alive? Side by side with heaven and earth? Setting off with the spirit-intelligence? Vague—where are we going? Indistinct—where are we headed? The myriad things all intertwined around us, none adequate to return to—some of the ancient arts of the Way are present in this. Zhuāng Zhōu heard about this approach and delighted in it. With his far-fetched accounts, preposterous sayings, and ungrounded and unbounded expressions, he responded freely to the moment without being one-sided, not presenting things from only one angle. He held that the world was sinking in the mire and couldn’t be spoken to seriously. He used goblet speech to flow all over, quoted speech to express the genuine, and allegorical speech to apply broadly.* Alone, he came and went with the vital spirit of heaven and earth, without arrogance towards the myriad things. By not being a stickler over ‘right’ and ‘wrong’,* he got along with common custom.

Although his writings are peculiar, there’s no harm in how they ramble and turn; although his rhetoric is irregular, it’s extraordinary and worth appreciating; what’s substantial in it is inexhaustible.* Above he wandered with the maker of things, while below he befriended those who put life and death outside themselves, acknowledging no ending or beginning. In dealing with the origin, he enlarged and opened it up, freely ranging through its depth and breadth; in dealing with the ancestral source, we could say he attuned himself to ascend with it. Even so, in responding to transformation and freeing himself from things, his patterns are inexhaustible, his approach can never be sloughed off. Vague! Obscure! Someone who never reached the end of it all.* (33/62–9)

33.7a* Huì Shī had many methods.* His books filled five carriages,* but his Way was jumbled and confused, his words off the mark. He assessed the main points of things, saying:

The ultimately great has no outside, call it the Great One. The ultimately small has no inside, call it the Small One.

The dimensionless cannot be piled up, its size is a thousand miles.

Heaven is as low as earth, mountains are level with marshes.

Just as the sun is at noon, it is declining. Just as things are born, they are dying.*

The same on a large scale but different from what is the same on a small scale, this is called same and different on a small scale. The myriad things all being the same or all being different, this is called same and different on a large scale.

The south has no limit yet has a limit.

Today go to Yue but arrive yesterday.

Linked rings can be disconnected.

I know the centre of the world. It is north of Yàn and south of Yuè.*

Universally care for the myriad things. Heaven and earth are one whole. (33/69–74)

33.7b* Huì Shī considered these a grand achievement. He presented them to the world and introduced them to the disputers, and the disputers of the world enjoyed them together.

Eggs have feathers.

Chickens have three feet.

The city of Yǐng possesses the world.

Hounds can be deemed sheep.

Horses have eggs.

Frogs have tails.

Fire is not hot.

Mountains emerge from mouths.

Wheels do not touch the ground.

The eyes do not see.

Pointing does not reach, reaching does not detach.

Tortoises are longer than snakes.

The set square is not square, the compass cannot make a circle.

The chisel does not surround the handle.

The shadow of a flying bird has never moved.

The barbed arrow at its swiftest, there is a time when it neither moves nor stops.

Dogs are not hounds.

A brown horse and a black ox are three.

White dogs are black.

An orphan colt has never had a mother.

A one-foot stick, every day take away half of it, in a myriad generations it will not be exhausted.

The disputers and Huì Shī responded to one another with claims like these, their whole lives never coming to an end. (33/74–9)

33.7c  Adherents of the disputers such as Huán Tuán and Gōngsūn Lóng* embellish people’s thoughts and twist their intentions. They can overcome people’s mouths but can’t subdue their hearts—this is the limitation of the disputers. Day after day Huì Shī employed his know-how in disputation with others, intending to stand out as extraordinary among the disputers of the world—this is the gist of what he did. But Huì Shī himself took his eloquence to be of the highest excellence, saying, ‘Are heaven and earth as magnificent?’ He had great ambitions yet lacked the appropriate arts by which to pursue them.

In the south there was a strange man named Huáng Liáo who asked why heaven doesn’t collapse or earth subside and the reasons for the wind and rain, thunder and lightning. Huì Shī responded without hesitation, answering without deliberation, explaining all the myriad things—he explained without pause, offered more without cease, still considered it insufficient, and so added further oddities. He took opposing others as the substance of his activities and wanted to make a name for himself by defeating others, and so he couldn’t fit in with the crowd. Weak in Virtue, strong in things, his path was twisted. Looking at Huì Shī’s abilities in light of the Way of heaven and earth, his were like the labours of a single mosquito or gnat. In regard to things, what use was this?

To fulfil one part is still admirable, and we can say that if he’d valued the Way more he’d have about got it. But Huì Shī could not settle himself in this way. He never tired of scattering his attention across the myriad things and so ended up with a reputation only for being good at disputation. What a pity! Huì Shī’s talents were wasted without achieving anything, pursuing the myriad things without turning back. This was like trying to shout for longer than your own echo or outrace your own shadow. Sad! (33/79–87)


Explanatory Notes




Book 1: Freely Wandering About

The seven ‘inner’ books each have three-character thematic titles, most likely the work of a later editor, that summarize aspects of the books’ content. The title of book 1 is Xiāoyáo Yóu 逍遙遊. Yóu 遊, a prominent motif in the Zhuāngzǐ, refers to wandering, rambling, or playing. It contrasts with travelling along a fixed path to a predetermined destination and as such presents a master metaphor for a Zhuangist conception of the Way (dào) as in effect an open field through which we wander, rather than a straight and narrow path along which we proceed towards a determinate goal. The compound xiāoyáo refers to meandering about with no fixed purpose or destination. For many readers, the title of this book expresses the core of a Zhuangist conception of following the Way and thus living the good life. While perusing this book, readers may find it rewarding to note the relations between ‘wandering’, ‘dependence’, different perspectives, transformations that lead to shifts between perspectives, and our perception of usefulness and uselessness.

	3	Tales of Qí: The title of an otherwise unknown book.


shimmering haze … wake: This line is difficult to interpret. ‘Shimmering haze’ is literally ‘wild horses’, a phrase thought to refer to the shimmering air stirred up by the hooves of galloping horses. The line literally reads, ‘[Like] wild horses, [like] dust, [how] living things blow each other with breath’. The interpretation adopted here is that everything around the giant bird is blown about like haze or dust by the ‘breath’ or turbulent air in its wake. An alternative interpretation might be that, fantastic as the ascent of the giant bird is, it too is a natural occurrence akin to the familiar, small-scale phenomena of haze, dust, and interaction between living creatures.

the ground is similarly far off: Literally, the line reads, ‘it’s also like this’. The giant bird ascends until the ground below looks as distant as the azure of the sky.

Small knowing … lifespan: The implication is that, just as the lifespan of small creatures is shorter that than of ‘great’ or ‘big’ creatures, what they know about does not reach the scope of what ‘great’ or ‘big’ creatures know about. There is no implication that the larger creatures have a privileged variety of ‘great’ knowledge, nor that there is some distinctive form of ‘great’ knowing.

	4	Péngzǔ: A legendary figure said to have lived 700 or 800 years.


1/13: The index numbers following each section of text refer to chapter and line numbers in William Hung (ed.), A Concordance to Chuang Tzu (Harvard-Yenching Institute Sinological Index Series, Supplement no. 20, Cambridge, MA, 1956).

	4	Tāng’s questions to Jí: Tāng was the legendary founder of the Shāng dynasty. Jí was Xià Gé, a worthy counsellor to Tāng. The text may refer to a lost dialogue between them. A conversation between Tāng and Gé appears in book 5 of the Lièzǐ, a fourth-century ce Daoist anthology. This section presents an alternate version of the tale in §1.1a, perhaps collected from a different source.


small and great: The contrast between the small or petty and the big or great is a major theme of this book, pivotal to §§1.1a, 1.1b, 1.5, and 1.6. The shortcoming of the small creatures is not their size but how they understand their place in the world. The small versus great motif also relates to that of usefulness versus uselessness in §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6. What presents itself as useful or useless will vary with a creature’s size and form of life.

like this: As the quail sees itself.

Sòng Róngzǐ: Sòng Xíng, whose views are reported in more detail in §33.3. According to conventional mores, a gentleman was expected to defend his honour by responding to an insult with a challenge to fight. Seeking to prevent violence, Sòng contended that to be insulted was not disgraceful — and so did not damage one’s honour—and thus was not grounds for fighting. The text implies that Sòng was wholly motivated by his own ethical values and impervious to others’ praise or criticism—and thus free of conventional or popular value judgements.

The whole world could praise … deterring him one bit: Community praise and blame were widely considered an important means of moral and civic cultivation, which would ‘encourage’ proper and ‘deter’ improper conduct.

internal and external: The distinction between internal (nèi 內) and external (wài 外) can refer to what is vital or important versus what is secondary or unimportant; to one’s person, including one’s body and psychological states, versus what is not one’s person; to what one can control versus what is beyond one’s control; and to personal or family matters versus social and political matters. Here the connotation probably includes what is genuinely important versus what is not and what is vital to the good life for oneself versus what is not. In the discussion of Sòng Xíng in §33.3, ‘internal’ refers to personal ethics or cultivation, ‘external’ to social or political ethics or policy.

He was settled … honour and disgrace: An alternative translation is, ‘he fixed the difference between internal and external and distinguished the boundary between honour and disgrace’. But the preposition hū 乎 suggests that perhaps the point is that, having fixed the difference and distinguished the boundary, he firmly settled in his concern with the internal, not the external, and was discerning in avoiding only what he himself regarded as genuinely disgraceful, not what common society considered disgraceful. For more on Sòng Xíng, see §33.3.

Lièzǐ: Liè Yùkòu, a legendary Daoist figure, namesake of book 32 and of the later anthology Lièzǐ. He appears again in §§7.5, 18.6, 19.2a, 21.9, 28.9, and 32.1.

Lièzǐ rode … depended on: Lièzǐ and the giant Péng bird are both extraordinary, but their abilities do not render them able to wander in complete freedom, since both still ‘depend on’ the wind. Although they are ‘greater’ than the other figures mentioned, they represent neither the ultimate nor ideals to be emulated.

norms of heaven and earth: The constantly shifting, contextual standards of what is ‘correct’ or ‘fitting’ (zhèng 正) implicit in the patterns of nature.

six vapours: The six qì 氣, six fundamental types of vapour, breath, or energy. One interpretation is that these are yīn, yáng, wind, rain, darkness, and light. Another is that they are energies associated with dawn, noon, sunset, midnight, heaven, and earth. Still another is that they are heaven, earth, and the four seasons.

wander in the limitless … depend on anything: The finest activity, for this strain of Zhuangist thought, lies in wandering about without fixed limits, boundaries, or ends, depending on nothing in particular and so achieving a non-dependent or non-conditioned mode of life. A person who achieves this mode of activity still relies on aspects of heaven and earth and the six vapours but fluidly ‘rides’ along with them as they fluctuate and shift, thus depending on no fixed conditions. For further reflection on ‘dependence’, see §2.16.

The ultimate person … no name: Three overlapping labels for roughly the same ideal type. ‘Self ’, ‘achievements’, and ‘name’ all ‘depend on’ fixed values or norms, so the ‘wandering’ agent forgoes them. Such agents ‘forget’ themselves, pursue no achievement, and are unconcerned with fixed titles or reputation. ‘Name’ can also be interpreted as ‘fame’ or ‘reputation’. This remark is likely to be an ancient comment appended to the preceding paragraph.

	5	world: Tiān xià, ‘all under heaven’, or the entire human, social world, over which the supreme sovereign, or ‘Son of Heaven’ (tiānzǐ), was thought to rule.


Yáo … Xǔ Yóu: Yáo was a legendary sage-king who supposedly passed his throne to the worthy Shùn rather than his own son. According to this story, Yáo first tried to cede the throne to the recluse Xǔ Yóu, who refused it. According to §12.4, Xǔ Yóu was Yáo’s teacher. Xǔ Yóu also appears in §§6.8, 24.11, 26.12, 28.1, and 29.3b. Book 28 is a collection of stories similar to §1.2.

well governed: Zhì, also ‘in good order’, ‘managed’, or ‘controlled’. Order (zhì) is typically taken to be among the basic goods in early Chinese ethics and political philosophy. For further reflection on governing the world or putting it in order, see §§7.2–4, among other passages.

for the name? … for a guest: In classical Chinese philosophy of language, all words are ‘names’ (míng 名), which denote ‘objects’, ‘reality’, or ‘facts’ (shí 實). ‘Name’ (míng) can also refer to fame or reputation and to titles designating aristocratic or bureaucratic rank. To do something for a name would be to do it for status, fame, or a title. To say names are ‘guests’ is to imply that their status is subordinate and ancillary to the objects or facts they denote, which are the corresponding ‘master’, ‘ruler’, or ‘host’. Since the realm is already well governed, were Xǔ Yóu to take the throne, he would be doing so only for the title or reputation—something secondary, one step removed from the reality or facts (shí)—not because he could thereby bring good order to the world and so change the reality or facts.

	5	step beyond … place: The priest does not step beyond his role or responsibilities to take on another’s.


Jiē Yú: In Analects §18.5, ‘crazy’ Jiē Yú of Chǔ mocks Confucius’s activism, lamenting the decline of virtue in the world and the danger of engaging in political affairs. Jiē Yú appears again in §§4.7 and 7.2. His speech in §4.2 is similar to that in Analects §18.5.

human condition: Alternatively, ‘the facts of human life’.

They mount the clouds … seas: Note the parallels between the spirit-person, the Péng bird, and Lièzǐ, along with those between Jiān Wú, the small creatures, and the person just capable enough for one office.

understanding: Zhī 知, the cognitive faculties, awareness, or understanding.

this Virtue: ‘Virtue’ is dé 德, also ‘power’, ‘potency’, ‘agency’, or ‘agentive power’, the capacity of things by which they are able to act as they do. Virtue is traditionally associated with the Way (dào), since it is in effect the capacity to follow the Way.

making them into one: Compare the remarks on the myriad things being one in §§21.4 and 22.1.

Yáo or Shùn: Two legendary sage-kings. See the Glossary.

	6	Huìzǐ said … gourd: Huìzǐ, or Huì Shī, Zhuāngzǐ’s friend and his interlocutor in many (presumably fictional) conversations, is reported to have served as the prime minister of Wèi. For other stories about the pair, see §§1.6, 5.5c, 17.6, 17.7, 24.4, 26.7, and 27.2.


they couldn’t fit into anything: Alternatively, as dippers, they were so shallow and unstable that they couldn’t hold anything.

I considered them useless and smashed them: The contextual, relative nature of ‘use’ and ‘uselessness’ is a major motif in this book, reprised and explored in many Zhuāngzǐ writings. Compare §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6. See too §§4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.8, 8.1, 20.1, 22.9, 26.7, and 32.3c.

tortoise hands: Severely chapped hands.

The person got it … enfeoffed him: The man persuaded the king that the balm could help soldiers fight better in harsh, damp conditions. Impressed with his competence, the king employed him as a commander in the conflict with Yuè, where he used the balm to facilitate victory in a winter battle on rivers or lakes. The king rewarded him with a fief created from part of the territory seized from Yuè.

big floats: Literally, big bottles. Commentators suggest these were a kind of lifebuoy that swimmers tied around their waist. Alternatively, perhaps Zhuāngzǐ’s proposal is to lash them together to form a raft or to cut them in half to use as a dugout boat.

mind: Literally, heart or heart-mind (xīn 心), an organ located in the chest that is the locus of thought and action guidance. Even when dealing with unusual, giant gourds, Huìzǐ can think of only the two conventional uses of gourds—as containers or ladles—thus showing his mind is metaphorically overgrown and tangled with weeds. A person with an open, freely wandering mind would have the flexibility and creativity to find a suitable use for big gourds.

stink tree: The tree of heaven, Ailanthus altissima, a foul-smelling tree considered a pest species.

too gnarled … square: Carpenter’s tools such as the ink line, wing compass, and set square were common analogies for standards of conduct, and the process of applying these tools to raw materials was a common metaphor for moral cultivation.

	7	able to be big … rats: Ability is a basis for usefulness. The yak is ‘useful’ at being big but useless for catching rats.





Book 2: Discourse on Evening Things Out

Lùn 論, ‘discourse’, is to discuss things so as to assess them or sort them into various kinds, thus demonstrating understanding. Qí wù 齊物, ‘evening’ or ‘levelling’ things, is to align things so that they are level or equivalent, as panpipes of different lengths are even along the playing end. The point of the book’s title, then, is that what follows is a discourse that sorts things in such a way that we see how, in the light of ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’, they are all ‘evened out’, or on the same level. Only through human practices do differences between them emerge that are significant for guiding action. Some interpreters parse the title as ‘evening out things and discourses’. However, since the similar use of ‘evening out’ in §17.1e refers only to things, the grounds for the present construal seem stronger, and arguably in classical Chinese the word ‘things’ already includes ‘discourses’.

	8	part of himself: Literally, his ‘mate’, something usually inherent in or paired with him.


Yánchéng Zǐyóu: Zǐqí’s follower. The two appear again in §§24.8 and 27.4.

the body indeed be … dead ashes: For the tropes of the withered tree and dead ashes, see too §§19.3, 21.4, 22.3, 23.1c, and 24.8.

I lost myself: In ‘listening’ intently to the pipes of heaven—the self-generated flow of activity of the myriad things—he has completely ceased to attend to himself.

The Great Clump: One interpretation is that this is the earth. Another plausible construal is that it refers to the cosmos as a whole. In early Chinese mereological ontology, the cosmos can be regarded as a vast totality or ‘clump’.

	8	swaying and fluttering: Commentators suggest this refers to the movement of trees and plants as the wind blows.


constraining what they … themselves: Following Wén Yīduō in reading 緘 for 咸. (I thank David McCraw and A. C. Graham for calling my attention to Wén’s proposal.) How one acts is sometimes conceptualized as a matter of how one ‘chooses’ or ‘selects’ (qǔ 取) and ‘rejects’ (shě 捨).

stirs them up: Tiān 天, the word translated as ‘heaven’, can also be interpreted as ‘nature’ or ‘the sky’, so the ‘pipes of heaven’ can also be considered the ‘pipes of nature’ or the ‘pipes of the sky’ (the blowing of the wind). The ‘pipes of humanity’ are musical instruments, played by humans; the ‘pipes of earth’ are various hollows and fissures through which the wind blows; the ‘pipes’ of ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’ are probably the myriad things each going about their self-directed activities, as if some invisible force of nature were ‘blowing’ through them as the wind blows through the hollows to make sounds. The grammar of the concluding question, in particular the use of the modal particle qí 其, implies uncertainty as to whether we can identify whatever ‘stirs up’ the activity of the myriad things. One influential interpretation is that things each proceed in and of themselves, by nature, without anything ‘stirring’ them. Another interpretation is that some mysterious, unidentifiable process, flow, or entity draws things along—perhaps what elsewhere in Zhuāngzǐ is alluded to as the ‘genuine ruler’, the ‘creator of things’, ‘the ancestral source’, or ‘the Way’. Crucially, the passage deliberately leaves the question open. (See too §2.16.) A number of Zhuāngzǐ sections raise questions about the underlying sources or causes of things without explicitly proposing answers, probably to indicate the indeterminate, unfathomable character of the underlying source(s) or Way(s). Compare §§12.3, 14.1a, 20.7, 21.4, and 22.1.

Big knowing … jabbers: The implication is less to praise ‘big’ knowing and speech and deprecate ‘small’ knowing and speech than to put them all on a par, as different expressions of human activity. Any interpretation of the four otherwise rare or unknown onomatopoetic adjectives used here is speculative, and a justifiable alternative translation might attempt to mimic them by using only interjections: ‘Big knowing—ooh, ahh! Small knowing—yeah, so. Big speech—whoa, wa! Small speech—um, oh’.

Muddled … them: This and the next several paragraphs offer a critical appraisal of the human condition. As in the descriptions of big and small knowing and speech, interpretation of the onomatopoetic descriptions of big and small fears is conjectural.

	9	‘this’ and ‘not’: ‘This’ and ‘not’ are shì 是 and fēi 非, a pair of labels for the positive and negative sides of any evaluative judgement or action-guiding distinction, covering contrasts such as ‘pro’ versus ‘con’, ‘this’ versus ‘not-this’, approval versus disapproval, and ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’. ‘This’ and ‘not’ can be regarded as articulating values or offering guidance in what to pursue or promote and avoid or prohibit in following the Way. While reading, think of ‘this’ and ‘not’ as marking the distinction between ‘Right! Choose this!’ and ‘Wrong! Stop it!’Several passages in ‘Evening Things Out’ address the grounds of ‘this’ versus ‘not’ distinctions and seek to undermine the idea that any fixed, invariable criteria can be given by which to distinguish things as ‘this’ or ‘not’.


music … hollows: This section explores the constitution of the person. The allusion to music from hollows ties the section back to the ‘piping’ theme, implying that the various emotions and attitudes are produced by the piping of heaven.

Morning and night … from: Although we cannot identify whence the various emotions, attitudes, and ways of comportment sprout from, whatever it is, it is something immanent in the mundane conditions of everyday life. This is ‘enough’ for us to know. An alternative translation renders the line as a question: ‘Morning and night this is present—isn’t it whence they arise?’

Without them there’d be no ‘me’: The pronoun bǐ 彼 (that, those, them, other) here could refer to the list of twelve emotions and attitudes, in which case the point is that without such states, there is no ‘me’. Alternatively, it could refer to the unknown source from which the emotions and attitudes arise, in which case that source is the basis for ‘me’. ‘Me’ here is the same word (wǒ 我) as ‘myself’ in Zǐqí’s remark in §2.1 that he ‘lost myself’. Some interpreters construe bǐ as ‘other’, reading the line ‘without an other, there is no I’. However, in this context, bǐ is better interpreted as a demonstrative pronoun, ‘them’ or ‘that’.

nothing would be selected: Agency is understood as a capacity for ‘selecting’ (qǔ 取) some things over others; a course of action and one’s character are marked by what one ‘selects’ and ‘rejects’. For nothing to be ‘selected’ is for there to be no agency or action.

whom they work for: The emotions and attitudes, or what causes them, are crucial to constituting the person and the capacity for agency, but this point may not be the whole story. We don’t know whether they function on behalf of some underlying entity or force, be it the self or something else.

we don’t see its form: Alternatively, ‘but it doesn’t display its form’.

fact without form: Our activity proceeds as if directed by some unseen ‘genuine commander’ (zhēn zǎi 真宰)—on one interpretation, an underlying ‘self’, on another, a cosmic process or Way—but we fail to directly observe any indications or traces of it. Whatever drives our activity can indeed act, since we do engage in action. But we observe no physical ‘form’ or identifying features of the source of our agency. Whatever it might be, insofar as we obviously do act, it is real or factual. But it takes no distinct ‘form’. Perhaps there is something that ‘blows’ through us, stirring up the piping of heaven, by analogy to how the wind blows the pipes of earth. Compare §§21.4 and also 2.16.

ruler and servant: The passage appears to be mocking the widespread view in other early Chinese texts that the xīn 心 (mind, heart) is the ‘ruler’ or ‘lord’ (jūn 君) of the other organs and the body. Couldn’t the other parts of the person all jointly govern each other or take turns being in control?

	9	a genuine ruler: This passage is often read as affirming the existence of a ‘genuine ruler’ (zhēn jūn 真君) of the various parts of the person, either an underlying self or a cosmic process-Way that is the source of everything. But the remark about there being a ‘genuine ruler’ follows the suggestion that perhaps the various parts could take turns being ruler, which implies there may be no unique, ‘genuine’ ruler. Moreover, it is expressed using the modal particle qí 其, suggesting the writer may be unsure about the matter. The tone is one of uncertainty, as in the concluding question of the ‘pipes of heaven’ passage. The point of the closing remark here is that even if we fail to confirm any facts about the nature of this ruler, it might nevertheless exist—or not.


they never forget it … the end: As soon as we are embodied, as we move forward towards the end of life, we never cease to attend to the movements or welfare of our body. For some Zhuāngzǐ passages, the ability to ‘forget’, or cease to attend to or care about what is not immediately relevant to action, is a crucial feature of adept performance, enabling the agent to avoid bias and focus attention on the task at hand. ‘Forgetting’ is a feature of activity that ‘fits’ the context well; an advanced pianist, cyclist, or surgeon ‘forgets’ their body in that they do not self-consciously attend to it. (See, for example, §§4.2b, 6.2b, 6.9, 12.9, 19.1, 19.4, 19.10, and 19.12.) The implication here is that constant anxious attention to our material self-interest distorts or cramps our actions throughout life.

Is human life … as this: §2.2 as a whole is a critical appraisal of the human condition as the writer observes it. The passages that follow can be read as diagnosing some of the causes of the human ‘muddle’. Others perhaps offer a resolution.

preformed mind: ‘Mind’ is xīn 心, ‘heart-mind’, a physical organ in the centre of the body that directs action and is capable of knowledge and understanding. The word xīn can also refer to attitudes, intentions, or the direction of the mind. Here the reference is to a mind that is already ‘formed’, ‘completed’, or ‘made up’ (chéng 成), such that it applies certain values, habits, opinions, or prejudices, articulable as distinctions between ‘this’ and ‘not’ (see below). The assumption is that everyone has such a ‘made-up’ mind, not only those who have deliberately chosen to form one. This section introduces the important concept of ‘forming’ or ‘completing’ distinctions one way or another, which is treated further in §§2.4b, 2.6, and 2.7.

master: ‘Master’ is shī 師, also ‘guide’, ‘teacher’, or ‘authority’. The Way is sometimes referred to as shī (guide, master). The point here is that, inevitably, what we take as a guide or authority is only the opinions we ourselves form when we make up our minds. Fools have such opinions just as the wise do. For a criticism of taking one’s made-up mind as a guide or master, see the last line of §4.1c.

	10	For there to be ‘this’ and ‘not’ … mind: As in §2.2a, ‘this’ and ‘not’ are shì 是 and fēi 非, general terms for the two sides of any judgement, in many contexts equivalent to ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. ‘This’ versus ‘not’ distinctions are the basis for judgement and action; in many contexts they can be considered an articulation of values and of Ways. The text implies that such distinctions do not exist prior to being ‘formed’ or ‘completed’ (chéng 成) in the mind. Action-guiding distinctions are thus constructed, not given or discovered.


go to Yuè … yesterday: This is a paradox attributed to the thinker Huì Shī in §33.7a here used as a figure of speech for something impossible, specifically something existing prior to the condition that brings about its existence.

Speech … air: This line might be interpreted as an objection to the implication that the speech of those who make various claims about ‘this’ and ‘not’ is no more than mere ‘piping’, spontaneous natural activity analogous to the blowing of the pipes of earth.

Speakers have something they say: Alternatively, ‘In speech, something is said’.

what they say is never fixed: The referents of the ‘names’ (míng 名) speakers use are not fixed and so the content of their speech is open to different construals. An alternative translation is, ‘It’s just that what is said is never fixed’.

Ultimately … speech: This is the first of several pairs of rhetorical questions that appear in book 2, which indicate abbreviated reductio ad absurdum arguments against various views that the text calls into question. The questions only ‘indicate’ such arguments, without endorsing them, as the underlying rhetorical strategy seems to be to avoid committing to either side, instead merely seeking to clarify how contrasting stances rest on different assumptions that may be open to challenge on various grounds. 
 Here the background is that according to a widely shared early Chinese political doctrine called ‘correcting names’ (zhèng míng 正名), a core function of ‘speech’ ( yán 言) is to guide action, such as through instructions and teachings. For speech to fulfil this function, the reasoning went, the reference of ‘names’ must be publicly fixed, so that speakers and listeners consistently use the same ‘names’ to refer to the same objects. Here the text asserts that in fact the reference of ‘names’ has never been fixed. If reference must be fixed for speech to say anything, then no one has ever said anything. But that conclusion seems absurd: clearly, people successfully say things. So we can allow that there is speech, but only if we drop certain assumptions about the conditions for speech.

is there indeed … no distinction: Another pair of rhetorical questions, which allow the text to present different ways of looking at an issue without endorsing one over the other. We can identify features by which speech is distinct from hatchlings chirping—it has a wider range of functions and content, along with a more complex structure—and also by which the two are similar—they are both typical verbal expressions of living creatures, for example. This line introduces the pivotal theme of distinctions and how we draw them.

	10	‘this’ and ‘not’: Shì 是 and fēi 非. An alternative translation of ‘this’ and ‘not’ is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. References to ‘this’ versus ‘not’ can all equally be interpreted as referring to ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’. The functions of speech are ‘obscured’ when different parties insist there is only a single, authoritative way to distinguish ‘this’ from ‘not’.


How is the Way obscured … allowable: Here and below, the Way is closely paired with speech (yán 言), because speech is both an expression of and a guide to the Way. The point of these lines is that only when the Way is obscured do claims arise about what is the genuine Way or not; only when the nature of speech is obscured do disputes arise over what is ‘this’ or ‘right’ versus what is ‘not’ or ‘wrong’. In fact, the Way is always present, and any use of speech in practice is ‘allowable’. ‘Allowable’, ‘permissible’, or ‘practicable’ (kě 可) is a technical term in classical Chinese logic for assertions that are consistent and free of semantic error or practical contradiction. The text seems to imply that any speech that is ‘present’, and thus affirmed and acted on by some group of speakers, will be ‘allowable’ or ‘practicable’ in this way. 
 This section implicitly introduces a conceptual distinction between the Way as a totality of open, ‘unformed’, or ‘uncompleted’ paths and the Way as an actual path we ‘form’ or ‘complete’ (chéng 成) through our activity. As the next line explains, our narrow, ‘completed’ Way can ‘obscure’ the broad totality of Ways. See §§2.6b, 2.7a, and 2.7b, which indicate that the ‘completion’ of narrow Ways ‘damages’ the totality of Ways. (Since the word dào, ‘Way’, can be used as an uncountable noun, here and in other contexts ‘the Way’ may refer to a sum or plurality of Ways.)

small achievements: ‘Achievement’ is another instance of the word chéng 成, rendered in §2.3 as ‘formed’. To achieve something, we must ‘form’ or ‘complete’ ourselves in certain ways. Compare too §16.1c on ‘small practices’.

The Way is obscured … rhetoric: §2.3 claimed that ‘this’ and ‘not’ are formed (chéng 成) in the mind. Here the text asserts that ‘small’ or ‘minor’ ‘achievement’ (chéng again)—also interpretable as ‘formation’ or ‘completion’—obscures the Way: mastering some narrow, partial set of norms or way of doing things—some aspect or corner of the Way—blinds us to the wide range of other ways of proceeding. Similarly, the free, unregulated way that speech actually works is obscured by immersion in some particular, elaborate way of using language.

So there are the ‘thises’ … ‘this’: Proponents of the two most prominent social and ethical teachings, Ruism (Confucianism) and Mohism, are blinded to the open-ended nature of the Way and speech by their narrow ‘achievement’ or ‘formation’ of just one way of life and their attachment to a single, elaborate way of speaking. Hence they are each committed to fixed yet opposing ways of distinguishing ‘this’ from ‘not’, or ‘right’ from ‘wrong’, over which they dispute endlessly.

using understanding: ‘Using understanding’ ( yǐ míng 以明, also ‘by means of clarity’ or ‘with illumination’) most likely refers to applying one’s understanding of how ‘this’ versus ‘not’ distinctions arise through ‘formation’ or ‘completion’ in our minds, by which we commit to practices for drawing distinctions in various ways. If we possess such ‘understanding’, we grasp that anything can be deemed ‘this’ or ‘not’ by one standard or another, but we are not committed to any single ‘small’ or narrow way of distinguishing ‘this’ from ‘not’. In effect, ‘understanding’ or ‘clarity’ refers to grasping the gist of §§2.3–2.4. See §§2.4d and 2.7.

No thing … you know it: Anything can be deemed ‘that’ or ‘this’, since these demonstrative pronouns shift their reference depending on the speaker’s standpoint. If someone occupies a standpoint other than ours—‘that’—they may not see the ‘this’ versus ‘that’ distinction as we do, but from ‘this’, our standpoint, it is obvious. The word here interpreted as ‘that’, bǐ 彼, can also be interpreted as ‘other’. So the discussion also covers the distinction between things we deem ‘this’, or of the same kind, and those we deem ‘other’, and thus not the same kind.

born together: The two sides of any distinction arise jointly and are interdependent. To take up the perspective that here, where I stand, is ‘this’ is at the same time to posit the existence of ‘that’, a standpoint that contrasts with ‘this’. Any one standpoint thus posits the existence of others.

just as they are born, they are dying: Among the sayings of Huì Shī recorded in §33.7a is ‘Just as the sun is at noon, it is declining; just as things are born [shēng 生, arise, are alive], they are dying’.

just as something is allowable … it is allowable: Since ‘this’ and ‘that’ or ‘this’ and ‘not’ distinctions apply jointly and can shift with our standpoint (§2.4d), the text suggests, to deem something ‘allowable’ is at the same time to deem something else ‘unallowable’, and what is ‘allowable’ from one standpoint may simultaneously be ‘unallowable’ from another.

Responding to ‘this’ … ‘this’: Guiding action by pursuing the affirmative side of any distinction is simultaneously also guiding it by avoiding the negative side.

Thus the sage … response to the situation: Since distinctions are fixed only by our practices and so can be reversed, the sage does not attempt to follow any invariable ‘this’ or ‘not’. Instead they grasp how all actual paths agents pursue are equally part of ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’ (tiān 天), a matter of how different agents’ habits, practices, and propensities respond to the possibilities for action offered by their context. Aware that all practices are in some sense part of ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’, in their own actions they provisionally adapt what they take as ‘this’ to the context, remaining ready to make further adjustments as they proceed. This section introduces the pivotal concept of adjusting ‘this’ in response to the situation, or provisionally, flexibly acting on what we deem ‘this’ or ‘right’ in response to or in accordance with features of the particular context. Responsively adjusting ‘this’ or ‘right’ (yīn shì 因是, ‘responsive this’) contrasts with obstinately or insistently ‘deeming’ that things are ‘this’ or ‘right’ invariably (wéi shì 為是, ‘deeming this’ or ‘imposing this’). Responsive distinctions are regarded as provisional and contextual, open to revision, and not necessarily invariable across contexts. See too §§2.6b, 2.6c, and 2.9.

	10	‘This’ is also ‘that’ … ‘this’ and ‘not’. Anything deemed ‘this’ could also be deemed ‘that’. Each standpoint, such as ‘that there’ or ‘this here’, supports its own way of distinguishing ‘this’ and ‘not’. Here the discussion capitalizes on the conceptual overlap and parallels between the ‘this’-‘that’ (shì bǐ 是彼) contrast and the ‘this’-‘not’ (shì fēi 是非) contrast. Just as what is picked out by the near demonstrative ‘this’ and the far demonstrative ‘that’ shifts with the standpoint of the speaker, the text implies, ‘this’ and ‘not’—and thus ‘right’ and ‘wrong’—shift with one’s standpoint.


Ultimately … ‘this’: This passage presents another pair of rhetorical questions aimed at undermining the idea that word-object relations are fixed and thus that value distinctions or guidance to the Way can be fixed. If we understand the function of demonstratives such as ‘this’ and ‘that’, we understand that what they refer to shifts from context to context and speaker to speaker. Hence there is no ‘ultimate’ ‘that’ or ‘this’, in the sense that of some object to which ‘that’ and ‘this’ invariably refer. Yet it would be absurd to say that ultimately there are no ‘that’ or ‘this’, since, appropriately understood, the contextually specified distinctions they draw can be useful in various contexts. The point is obvious for demonstratives, but the text seeks to extend it to the ‘this’-‘not’ (‘right’-‘wrong’) distinction as well.

hinge of the Way: Grasping that we can set aside our habitual pairing of ‘this’ and ‘that’—or temporarily cease to draw action-guiding distinctions — is the crux or hinge in the practice of the Way, as it opens up the possibility of drawing distinctions in other ways that might better fit variable contexts. The word rendered ‘hinge’ here, shū 樞, refers to the hinge of a door and not, as some scholars have thought, the hub of a wheel.

	11	no limit: ‘This’ or ‘not’ can be applied in an unlimited range of ways to various things in different contexts for different purposes. Instead of a path defined by fixed distinctions or boundaries, the Way is regarded as a flexible, adaptive approach that ‘responds without limit’. Compare §14.4.


Using indicating … a single horse: According to the two likely genuine sections of the Gōngsūn Lóngzǐ, the dialectician Gōngsūn Lóng argued that ‘no things are not indicated, yet indicating is not indicated’ and that ‘white horses are not horses’. Instead of advancing these paradoxical-sounding assertions, the text suggests Gōngsūn could simply have reassigned the ‘names’ ‘indicating’ and ‘horse’ to things other than what we normally take to be indicating and horses, and then indicating would not be ‘indicated’ and horses would not be ‘horse’. If we want to recast how we draw distinctions, we can even deem the entire cosmos a single ‘thing’ or the myriad creatures a single, composite ‘horse’.

Ways are formed … them: Any Way we follow is ‘formed’ or ‘completed’ (chéng) by our proceeding with it; apart from our practices, Ways remain unformed. Things are ‘so’ because of the practices by which we use language, deeming them ‘this’ and ‘so’ or not. This line is among the text’s most direct expressions of constructivism about the Way. The factors that shape some practical Way or how we use speech may be present prior to our practices, but until we ‘walk’ along a Way and ‘call’ things such-and-such, the Way is not ‘formed’ and things are not ‘so’.

Things indeed … they’re allowable: Although what is the Way and whether things are ‘so’ or ‘allowable’ are ‘formed’ or constructed by our practices, these practices do not simply posit the features of things they distinguish. There are ‘indeed’ or ‘really’ (gù 固) features of things that our practices pick out, by which we deem them ‘so’ or ‘allowable’. The world does not determine for us how we should distinguish the features of things for the purpose of guiding action, but it does determine that the features exist.

No thing is not so … not allowable: By some practice or other, any thing could be ‘so’ or ‘allowable’. Compare §2.6a with §27.1.

the Way connects them … one: One interpretation is that for any two apparently disparate things, some Way or another treats them as the same. Another, probably more justified, interpretation is that the ‘great’ Way—the totality of Ways, the source of all things, which unifies everything into a whole—connects everything together as one.

Their division … loss: As soon as we act or speak, we draw distinctions, thus ‘dividing’ and so ‘forming’ or ‘completing’ (chéng again) things as ‘this’ or ‘not’. This ‘formation’ simultaneously creates ‘loss’, ‘damage’, or ‘deficiency’, either because it breaks up the totality of Ways or because forming things in one way entails passing over other ways. When we stamp down the grass to form a path in one direction, we both damage the grass and forgo other, alternative paths we could walk. Compare §23.3a.

Only the adept … ‘ordinary’: Those adept in the Way understand that apart from our activity in forming dào, things present an undifferentiated totality. Hence the adept do not insistently or obstinately deem things ‘this’ or ‘not’; instead, they provisionally find what is ‘ordinary’ or seems to work in a particular context. On the ‘ordinary’, see too §2.7b.

The ‘ordinary’ is the useful … got it: These remarks—which appear to be a bit of ancient commentary incorporated into the text—are our main hint as to how to interpret ‘the ordinary’. It refers to what is useful, what ‘flows through’, ‘connects’, or is ‘free flowing’ (tōng 通), and what is ‘successful’ or ‘works’.

Simply adjust ‘this’ … is called ‘the Way’: This section introduces a further use of the word ‘Way’ (dào) to refer to adept performance of a Way. The adept approach to the Way is to apply ‘responsive’ ‘this’ without knowing exactly how we do so, since we follow no fixed or determinate norms, instead discovering apt responses to particular situations in the course of activity. (Consider the performance of Cook Dīng in §3.2 or the whitewater swimmer in §19.9.) I read 因是已 as equivalent to either 因是也 (following Wáng Shúmín and others) or as an abbreviation for 因是而已. I follow Wáng Yǐnzhī in reading 已而 as equivalent to 此而. (The same 已已而 construction appears in the first section of book 3.) An alternative interpretation worth considering is to take 不知其然 as an abbreviation for 不知其所以然 and accordingly read, ‘doing so without knowing how we do so is called “the Way”’. On doing so without knowing, compare §4.1d on ‘knowing by means of lacking knowledge’ and §25.8 on ‘relying on what their knowing doesn’t know’.

	11	spirit-intelligence: Shénmíng 神明, also ‘spirit-illumination’. This phrase can be construed as referring jointly to sentience (shén 神, ‘spirit’) and sapience (míng 明, ‘illumination’, ‘clarity’, ‘understanding’) or perhaps to the capacity for agency (‘spirit’) and for cognition (‘illumination’, ‘understanding’).


Labouring … morning: Insisting that ‘everything forms a totality’ is the privileged, correct stance rather than simply seeing that things can be regarded as ‘the same’ in various respects is a confusion similar to insisting on ‘three nuts in the morning’ rather than allowing that the nuts can be divided in whatever way is practically useful in the situation.

Without … name or object: The three-four and four-three allocations made no fundamental difference to either the ‘names’ used—one instance of ‘three’, one of ‘four’—or the objects allocated—seven nuts total. The underlying reality was the same, merely rearranged.

adjusting ‘this’ … situation: The monkey story illustrates ‘responsive’ ‘this’: rather than insisting on one ‘right’ way of dividing up the nuts, the monkey keeper adjusted how he drew ‘this’-‘not’ (‘right’-‘wrong’) distinctions by modifying the nut allocation in response to the situation.

the sage uses … equality of heaven: The sage adjusts ‘this’-‘not’ distinctions flexibly—using ‘responsive’ ‘this’—so as to ‘harmonize’ things, removing conflicts such as that between the monkeys and the monkey keeper. Rather than committing to any predetermined, invariable way of drawing distinctions, he temporarily ‘rests’ in the ‘heavenly’ or ‘natural’ equality of things. That is, he sees all things in nature as ‘equal’ or ‘level’ insofar as the natural world does not inherently divide them up according to action-guiding distinctions. ‘Resting’ in this ‘natural equality’ allows him to adopt whatever distinctions are needed to ‘harmonize’ things in particular contexts. (The word interpreted as ‘equality’ here, jūn 鈞, can also be construed as referring to a potter’s wheel, implying that the sage has no fixed direction but can turn freely in any way. I read the graph as a variant for jūn 均, ‘equality’ or ‘evenness’, as it appears in a related passage in §27.1. The gist of the passage is similar on either reading.)

‘walking two ways’: When conflict occurs between two sides, rather than insisting on proceeding along the Way of just one side, drawing ‘this’-‘not’ distinctions in just one way, the sage finds a compromise path by which to ‘walk two ways’ or ‘proceed along both sides’, accommodating both sides’ values. The monkey keeper finds that he can accommodate the monkeys’ request for four nuts in the morning while maintaining his original allocation of seven per day.

The people of antiquity … limit: Compare the similar passage at §23.4. An alternate translation might be ‘there were respects in which their understanding reached the ultimate’.

	12	The people of antiquity … ‘this’ and ‘not’: This section describes a mythical hierarchy of awareness of the totality of Ways. The ultimate stance grasps the indeterminate range of ways that one might proceed and so draws no distinctions, not even recognizing individual ‘things’. ‘This’ and ‘not’ can alternatively be interpreted as ‘right’ and ‘wrong’.


The emergence … form: Insisting on any privileged or unique way of distinguishing ‘this’ and ‘not’ ‘damages’ the Way or causes it to ‘suffer loss’. It obscures the indeterminate potential for different paths in the totality-Way, and it cuts off possibilities for responding flexibly to circumstances in the practice of the Way. Investment in particular ways of distinguishing ‘this’ and ‘not’ is at the same time what ‘forms’ (chéng) ‘care’—bias towards or attachment to one or another state of affairs or way of doing things. The text may merely be presenting the ideas in this section without endorsing them, as §2.7b proceeds to undermine the idea that one could live without some ‘loss’ or other.

So ultimately … not playing the zither: Another pair of rhetorical questions, here aimed at undermining a received notion of ‘formation’, ‘completion’, or ‘achievement’ (three ways of reading chéng 成) as contrasted with ‘loss’, ‘damage’, or ‘deficiency’. We ‘form’ or ‘complete’ the Way by proceeding along some path (see §2.6a). As we do so, we also create ‘loss’ or ‘deficiency’, by dividing up the original totality of ways and by forgoing other paths. So all ‘formation’, ‘completion’, or ‘achievement’—such as that of the masterful musician Mr Zhāo as he plays the zither—brings with it loss or deficiency. The only way to avoid the pairing of ‘formation’ or ‘achievement’ with corresponding ‘loss’ or ‘deficiency’ is by doing nothing, as when Mr Zhāo does not play at all. Certain passages in the contemporaneous Ruist text Xúnzǐ suggest that the outcome of moral cultivation is that one becomes a fully or perfectly ‘formed’ or ‘completed’ person. ‘Evening Things Out’ seeks to undermine the very idea of such completion or perfection.

Zhāo Wén’s zither … years: Zhāo Wén was a famous musician, Kuàng a renowned composer and conductor, and Huìzǐ a brilliant dialectician. The three are used as examples of great achievement, and thus ‘formation’ or ‘completion’, in some skill.

to clarify them: ‘Clarify’ is míng 明, ‘explain’, ‘understand’, ‘shed light on’. Compare the remark in §22.5 about how one cannot understand the Way by looking ‘clearly’ (míng).

hard and white: Among the topics about which the dialecticians disputed was whether the hardness and whiteness of a white stone could be ‘separated’, or treated as two conjoined things. Mohist dialecticians held that such features are ‘mutually pervasive’, or completely coinciding, and so although in a sense they are ‘two’, they cannot be separated, unlike the two objects that form a pair of shoes. ‘Hard and white’ seems to have become a label for hair-splitting, technical dispute.

	12	failing to achieve anything: Chéng 成, rendered above as ‘form’, can also be construed as ‘complete’ or ‘achieve’. The text is considering the relation between ‘forming’, ‘completing’, or ‘achieving’ something and ‘loss’ or ‘deficiency’. The three skill masters all achieved great heights in their skill, yet failed to achieve their aim of explicating it, and, the text claims, Zhāo’s son failed to achieve much at all. So in some respects the three masters ‘formed’ great achievements, but in others they were ‘deficient’.


Can something like this … anything: Another pair of contrasting rhetorical questions, implying that we cannot identify authoritative criteria for judging ‘achievement’ versus failure. All ‘formation’ or ‘achievement’ (chéng) brings with it corresponding deficiencies or losses and vice versa. Hence, the text implies, in some respect or another, all of us have achievements and deficiencies. It would be smoother to translate, simply, ‘Can something like this be called achievement’, but I have included ‘forming’ to underscore that the ‘formation’ paired with ‘loss’ in the preceding paragraphs is the same word, chéng, as the ‘achievement’ mentioned here.

Thus the light of confusion … course: Scholars propose two opposing interpretations of the verb in this puzzling line. The first, adopted here, accepts the text at face value and reads tú 圖 as, roughly, to ‘take as one’s heading’. The second reads 圖 as bǐ 啚, what one despises or rejects, and takes the preceding phrase to refer to dazzling, confusing, or comical displays of purported knowledge, yielding, roughly, ‘Thus the sage disdains dazzling, confusing displays’. Arguably, both interpretations fit the context. Here I adopt the first on the grounds that the text seems to imply that we should accept ‘confusion and doubt’.

Rather than deeming … ‘using understanding’: This section reprises the claim in §2.6b that the adept does not insistently deem things ‘this’ or ‘that’ but instead ‘lodges them in the ordinary’, or what is provisionally useful. Here this claim is used to elucidate the concept of ‘understanding’ from §§2.4b and 2.4d. Apparently, a hallmark of ‘understanding’ is that one forgoes imposing fixed ‘this’-‘not’ distinctions, instead adaptively seeking provisionally effective ways to respond to variable situations.

of a kind with all this: It is unclear to what ‘this/these’ refers. It could refer to the attempts of the three masters in §2.7b to explain the inexplicable, leading to pointless disputes over issues such as ‘hard and white’, or it could refer to various statements previously criticized in the discussion. Another possibility is that §2.8 has been moved here from another context in which ‘this/these’ had a clear antecedent.

If things of a kind … no difference between it and them: If all speech is on the same footing—merely an expression of the speaker’s ‘preformed’ way of doing things—then what I say is no different from what they say. I might consider my claims to be of a different kind, but you might deem them the same kind. An alternative reading is to construe this line as making a general point about kind relations: if anything—of the same kind or not—can be deemed of a kind, then there is no longer any difference between ‘this’ and ‘that/other’.

ultimately has said … anything: Another paired question using ‘ultimately’. By some criteria, perhaps what I just said indeed says something, while by other criteria, perhaps it fails to say anything. I don’t know which criteria are ‘ultimate’ or authoritative. Compare §2.4a.

autumn hair: The hair in animals’ coats was thought to grow especially fine in autumn.

	13	Péngzǔ: A legendary figure renowned for great longevity, mentioned in §1.1a.


Nothing in the world … the myriad things and I are one: ‘Heaven and earth are one whole’ is among the claims of Huì Shī recorded in §33.7a. The paradoxical assertions reversing or levelling out normal distinctions of size and longevity also recall claims attributed to Huì Shī, such as that ‘The dimensionless cannot be piled up, yet its size is a thousand miles’ and ‘heaven is as low as earth; mountains are level with marshes’ (§33.7a). Some interpreters take the present section to express the view that ‘all is one’, but the text appears to be quoting, without necessarily endorsing, claims familiar from discussions among the dialecticians of the time, which it then proceeds to mock. For other treatments of the claim that the myriad things are one, see §§1.3, 21.4, and 22.1.

Having become … three: From a standpoint by which ‘all is one’, we cannot say anything, because to speak is to take up a standpoint separate from the ‘one’. Having asserted that all is one, we have already said something and so cannot refrain from speech. The one and our assertion about it make two; having conceived of two distinct things, when we think back to the original ‘one’ we now (supposedly) conceive of three.

So if in proceeding … existence: In moving from the ‘one’, about which nothing can be said, to saying something about the one, we move from non-existence to existence. If we engage in discussion and dispute about what we can talk about, then our discourse will only be much more complicated.

simply adjust ‘this’ … situation: This is the fourth (of four) instances in which the text urges us to forgo any sort of dogmatic insistence on drawing ‘this’ versus ‘not’ distinctions one way rather than another but instead simply adjust them in response to contextual factors to seek what is ‘ordinary’, ‘useful’, or ‘flows through’ (§2.6b).

The Way has never … constant: The totality-Way has no boundaries; the apt Way to follow may be variable, without fixed direction or borders. The use of speech is fluid, without invariant norms. The text here rejects the stance of other schools of thought—including the Ruists and Mohists—who advocated fixed standards for following the Way and for the use of speech.

	13	Because … borders: The borders between things that delineate Ways of action or norms of speech are a product of our deeming things ‘this’ or ‘not’. See §§2.4b, 2.6b, and 2.7b. The attitude of deeming ‘this’ (insisting on some way of drawing distinctions) contrasts with that of ‘responsive’ ‘this’ (flexibly adjusting how we draw distinctions in response to particular contexts).


there is locating … demarcating: Following Graham in reading 有左有右 as 有在有宥, as in the title of book 11. As Graham points out, Lù Démíng reports that the Cuī Zhuàn text had the technical term 宥 (equivalent to 囿) for 右, and although 左右 is intelligible, 在宥 fits the context considerably better.

sorting out … claims: Following the Cuī Zhuàn text in reading 論 for 倫 and 議 for 義.

eight Virtues: ‘Virtue’ refers to the powers or capacities by which things act as they do. ‘Eight Virtues’ is a playful way of referring to eight ways of drawing boundaries while equating them to, and mocking, lists of virtues in the sense of moral qualities.

six reaches: Up, down, and the four compass points. What is beyond the six reaches is beyond the realm of human knowledge and activity.

the sage locates … disputation: The text presents a hierarchy of cognitive and discursive activities the sage pursues, depending on the subject matter, intended to deprecate the activity of biàn 辯, or disputation aimed at settling an authoritative way of drawing distinctions between what is ‘this’ and ‘not’. The sage allows that matters beyond human ken exist but does not attempt to ‘assess’ them or ‘sort them out’ (lùn 論)—that is, to attain discursive, taxonomical knowledge of them. Regarding aspects of the natural world to which we have access, the sage does ‘sort them out’ but does not defend opinions or claims (yì 議) about them. Regarding social and political affairs, the sage holds opinions but declines to engage in disputation. In many contexts, yì 議 (presenting and supporting claims) and biàn 辯 (disputing how to draw distinctions) are nearly synonymous, but this passage distinguishes between making claims, which it considers acceptable, and adversarial public disputation aimed at supporting one’s views while defeating others’, which it disparages.

So in dividing … not distinguished: Any way of dividing things or any way of drawing a distinction must focus on some features to the exclusion of others, thus leaving other ways of dividing or distinguishing open.

The sage embraces … show each other: Unlike ordinary people, the sage embraces things as a totality, recognizes that they are not intrinsically divided up one way or another, and so acknowledges the plurality of ways they may be distinguished into ‘this’ or ‘not’ for various purposes. Hence the sage does not engage in distinction-drawing disputes.

fails to guide as a Way: In failing to guide, it fails to function as a path or Way. In practice, a Way that is too specific will fail to guide in cases that do not exactly match the specifications.

speech … cover: ‘Speech’ (yán 言) can also refer to teachings. If speech or spoken instructions or teachings insist on rigid distinctions (biàn 辯), there may be cases they fail to cover.

	14	So knowing to stop … ultimate: The finest knowledge recognizes its own limits. Compare §§23.2b and 24.9. Also consider the relation between this claim and those in §3.1.


Who knows … doesn’t guide as a Way: The distinctions to act on and the Way we seek are variable, contextual, and grasped through situational discernment. Such distinctions cannot be spoken or fixed in advance, and the Way cannot be formulated as an explicit guide. Since the word dào sometimes also means, roughly, ‘to teach or declare’, ‘a Way that doesn’t guide as a Way’ can also be interpreted as ‘a Way that is not spoken’.

If someone can know … ‘the shaded light’: By learning to respond to implicit, variable, contextually shaped distinctions and paths, we access an inexhaustible source of natural guidance, which is not overt or explicit —as a bright, unshaded light would be—but lights our path as we go. Alternatively, reading 葆 as 保, the closing phrase can be interpreted as ‘preserving the light’.

How much more … sun: Yáo should seek only to influence the other states through their response to the light of his Virtue (dé ), not through aggression.

agree in deeming right: ‘Right’ is shì, the same word as ‘this’.

‘How would I know that? …’: Wáng Ní avoids committing to any thesis about whether he does or does not know. He merely points out, indirectly, that it’s unclear by what criteria he could authoritatively answer these questions.

Of the three … live: Wáng Ní’s sceptical questioning is not directed at knowledge of mundane facts about the world, such that fish live in water and monkeys in trees. It concerns the thesis that there is an authoritative norm that determines the ‘correct’ dwelling, diet, and beauty for all. By extension, it is unclear by what criteria we could identify a single Way that is the ‘correct’ path to follow for all. 
 This sceptical stance concerning universal or invariable norms is carefully expressed through questions rather than dogmatic assertions. Wáng Ní does not claim that we do not or cannot know such norms. He only points to the plurality of actual norms and implies that it would be implausible to argue that only one norm is ‘correct’.

the bases of benevolence … jumbled: The ‘bases’ are starting points or paradigm cases by which we distinguish what conforms to these moral norms. The paths of ‘right’ or ‘this’ and ‘not’ or ‘wrong’ are the Way or norms by which we distinguish right from wrong.

benefit from harm: Promoting benefit and eliminating harm was the Mohist school’s standard of what is benevolent or right.

	14	spirit-like: The Zhuāngzǐ frequently compares preternatural achievement or facility in the Way to the activity of spirits. To say the ultimate person is spirit-like is akin to saying they are magical or divine.


	15	The ultimate person … startle them: Compare §§6.1b, 17.1e, and 19.2.


Life and death … harm: The ultimate person is simply unconcerned with framing the Way in terms of benefit and harm.

master: The master appears to be Confucius, who is mentioned by his given name below.

Confucius: Here and below in this section Confucius is referred to as ‘Qiū’, his given name. Mentioning him this way is disrespectful, as once a male reaches adulthood, only family members and intimate friends should use his given name (míng 名), all others using his ‘style’ name (zì 字), in Confucius’s case Zhòngní.

	16	Someone who dreams … morning comes: This line is pivotal in understanding the role of dreams in ‘Evening Things Out’. The implication is not that dreams provide grounds for scepticism about perceptual knowledge. It is that they provide vivid examples of how changes in our circumstances affect our value judgements, rendering them inescapably tentative and provisional.


Suppose you and I … ‘not’: Does your winning the public disputation—and my inability to come up with an effective rejoinder—show that your way of distinguishing what is ‘this’ or ‘right’ (shì) is indeed correct by some ‘ultimate’ or final standard? The discussion here again concerns what is ‘this/right’ or ‘not’, the same topic as in §§2.4 and 2.6. An alternative translation would be ‘are you ultimately right and I ultimately wrong?’, but I have used ‘this’ versus ‘not’ to emphasize the continuity with §§2.4 and 2.6. As explained in the Mohist dialectical writings, ‘disputation’ (biàn 辯) was understood as a contest to distinguish whether, with respect to a selected term, such as ‘ox’ or ‘horse’, some object was ‘this/right’ (shì 是) or ‘not’ ( fēi 非). Some editors take this section to be continuous with the preceding conversation, but the two seem separate, because the second-person pronoun shifts from rǔ 女 in the preceding section to ruò 若 in this one.

If you and I between us … still another person: No matter what further authority we appeal to to resolve what is ‘correct’, we are merely introducing a further standpoint on a par with those already in play. No privileged, Archimedean standpoint is available from which to determine what is ‘ultimately’ correct.

The interaction … at all: The interplay between the pronouncements of the disputing voices gets us no further in ‘ultimately’ settling disagreements about ‘this’ and ‘not’ than if they had not engaged at all. Following editorial consensus, I have transposed two sentences here from later in this section, rectifying what appears to be a scribal error.

Harmonize things … divisions: Find naturally occurring differences or gaps in particular contexts by which to eliminate conflict, as the monkey keeper did. The word for ‘divisions’ or ‘differences’ here, ní 倪, is used repeatedly in §17.1 as a synonym of fēn 分, ‘divide’, ‘distinguish’, or ‘differentiate’.

‘this’ is not ‘this’; so is not so: Nothing is invariably or ultimately ‘this/right’ or ‘so’.

If ‘this’ were ultimately … ‘not’: If ‘this/right’ were ‘ultimately’ ‘this/right’, the difference would be so clear as to not admit of disagreement.

	17	Penumbra: A penumbra is the lighter, outer region of a shadow. The penumbra’s movement thus depends on that of the shadow, just as the shadow depends on the physical object that casts it. The penumbra asks the shadow about the causes of its movement without realizing that the penumbra’s own movement depends on that of the shadow. Another version of this parable appears in §27.5.


snake’s scales … wings: The snake depends on its scales to move, the cicada depends on its wings to fly. Yet both creatures moult, shedding their skin or shell, so that they no longer depend on the original scales or wings but on new ones. Moreover, when the skin and shell have been cast off, we see that, in another respect, the scales too were dependent on the snake and the wings on the cicada. In the alternative version of this parable in §27.5, the snake skin and cicada shell are presented as things that seem substantial but then after they are sloughed off turn out not to be. The implication is that to depend on a snake skin or cicada shell is to depend on something that is itself insubstantial, depending in turn on something else.

How would I know … some other way: The implication is that Shadow cannot find a standpoint or any criteria from which to authoritatively answer these questions, in particular because a shadow has no access to the three-dimensional space in which its movements are determined by those of the physical body whose shadow it is. By extension, activity we take to issue from our self may depend on factors to which we have no access.

Zhōu: This story can also be interpreted in the first person. ‘Zhuāng Zhōu’ is the surname and given name of Zhuāngzǐ. In classical Chinese, usually a person with this name would not refer to himself as ‘Zhuāng Zhōu’, as in the first line of the story, and so I have translated in the third person. However, it would be common for a person with this name to refer to himself as ‘Zhōu’, as in the remainder of the story. So a defensible alternative translation might be: ‘Once I, Zhuāng Zhōu, dreamed of being a butterfly— vividly, vibrantly a butterfly, delightedly doing as it pleased. I wasn’t aware of myself as Zhōu. Suddenly I awoke and was plainly, palpably myself, Zhōu. I wonder whether it’s that I dreamed of being a butterfly or that the butterfly dreams of being me. Yet surely there’s a difference between me and the butterfly. This is what’s called “things transforming”’.

He doesn’t know … the butterfly: While he occupies them, both identities are wholly real, such that it is not obvious which is the ‘base’ identity. Yet the two are not identical; there is a difference between them.

	17	‘things transforming’: The point of the passage is not that the possibility we are dreaming casts doubt on our knowledge of reality. It is that we might vividly hold a certain identity and then, as abruptly as waking from a dream, have that identity transform into something quite different. Our identity is subject to change, since, like everything else, it is caught up in a constant process of transformation. Accordingly, the question of our ‘actual’ identity has no answer. 
 The word ‘huà 化’ (transform) refers to development or transformation over time, as when a caterpillar turns into a butterfly or water turns into ice. What transforms is real both before and after the change. On transformation, see §§1.1, 4.1d, 5.1, 6.2, 6.5, 6.7, 6.9, 11.5, 12.1, 13.2, 13.3, 14.7, 15.2, 15.3, 17.1e, 18.1, 18.3, 19.12, 20.1, 20.7, 21.4, 22.5, 22.11, 25.3, and 25.10.





Book 3: The Crux of Nurturing Life

‘Nurturing life’ was a prominent theme in late Warring States ethical discourse, referring mainly to the central place of physical and mental health in the ethically good life. (See §§19.5a and 28.8 for examples referring to ‘nurturing life’.) The stories and remarks in this book—especially §3.2—give this theme a new twist.

	18	Thus you can … your years: These amount to default, starting values for living well: physical well-being, fulfilling one’s capacity for life (or, on an alternate reading, one’s nature), supporting one’s parents, and living out one’s natural lifespan.


Cook Dīng … symphony: The butcher performs filthy, low-class work yet does it with flair like that of a high-culture musical and dance performance. Excellence in life can be attained in many fields, and a nobleman can learn how to nurture life from a humble kitchen worker.

It’s beyond skill: Skill illustrates the practice of dào, but there is more to dào than skill.

the whole ox: Inserting 全, by parallelism with the next line.

never saw the whole ox: He looked upon the oxen as if already carved up.

spirit-urges proceed: The cook’s actions seem to issue from a deep, unconscious source of agency, the ‘spirit’.

I go along with … structure: This is the crux of Dīng’s description of adept performance of dào.

	19	I see it will be difficult: Following dào is not easy or effortless. Competence in dào does not imply that one faces no difficulties.


nurture life: ‘Nurturing life’ was a prominent theme in ethical discourse at the time, referring to the stance that good health was central to the ethical good life. The passage shifts the significance of ‘nurturing life’ from nurturing physical health to a broader approach to life, in which one gradually acquires skill in finding ‘gaps’ through which to ‘wander’ freely and learns to feel a way through difficult stretches. The story is both an example and an allegory for how to pursue dào and live the good life. Compare the different conception of ‘nurturing life’ found in §19.5. Also compare §19.6, which, unlike the Cook Dīng story, considers the perspective of the animals whom humans kill.

unique: A widely accepted interpretation is that jiè 介 here refers to the commander having only one foot. As Graham points out, however, it is more likely that jiè retains its standard meaning, roughly ‘single’, ‘alone’, or ‘unique’. (I thank David McCraw for calling this point to my attention.) Mair agrees, rendering the line ‘Why is he so odd?’ The point is that the commander has a distinctive appearance, perhaps but not necessarily because he has only one foot.

because of heaven … humanity: This remark introduces a major Zhuangist theme, the relation between heaven, or nature, and humanity, or human agency and culture. For a sample of passages addressing this theme from different perspectives, see §§2.4, 2.6, 4.1d, 5.5b, 5.5c, 6.1, 6.6b, 11.7, 12.5, 12.9, 13.2, 13.4, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.7, 23.2c, 23.9a, 23.10, 24.12b, 31.1e, 32.2, and 32.3b.

People’s appearance is endowed: Compare §5.5c, which holds that our appearance and form are bestowed by nature. Whatever is distinctive about the commander—even on the interpretation that he is one-footed, perhaps because of a judicial amputation—is ultimately due to heaven, not humanity.

wailed without wishing … to cry: Rather than only formally performing the mourning ritual, as Qín did, they were overwhelmed with emotion and so wailed and cried excessively.

punishment of fleeing from heaven: Those who deny and seek to escape the facts of nature—that life is bestowed on us for a limited time—are ‘punished’ by stressful emotions. See too §32.2.

sorrow … cannot intrude: Intense emotions such as sorrow and joy were regarded as physical disturbances that ‘enter’ or ‘intrude’ into the chest, disrupting one’s inward psycho-physical equilibrium. Compare this and the next line with §6.5a. ‘At ease with the time’ could alternatively be translated ‘at peace with the moment’.




Book 4: The World Among Humanity

The stories in this book present different perspectives on coping with one’s role in society. The first half explores the constraints and nuances of dealing with others, particularly in stressful social or political circumstances. The second half explores the idea that one can flourish by presenting oneself as ‘useless’ or ‘worthless’ to others. For a further exploration of this latter theme, see §20.1.

	20	Yán Huí … trip: In the Confucian Analects, Yán is Confucius’s favourite, most worthy student. The use of Confucius as the text’s spokesperson in this and other passages may suggest that the anonymous writers of these sections do not see their standpoint as fundamentally at odds with Ruist (‘Confucian’) values.


	20	Wèy: The ancient state of Wèi 衛, here romanized ‘Wèy’ to distinguish it from the larger, more powerful state of Wèi 魏.


Virtue dissipate and knowledge emerge: ‘Virtue’ is dé 德, or ‘powers of agency’, the capacity within us by which we live and follow dào. ‘Virtue’ is conceptually paired with dào; to act by Virtue is to conform to dào, and the dào of nature is ultimately the source of the Virtue within us. To clarify that the translation is referring to the technical term dé, where ‘Virtue’ translates dé it is capitalized. Here ‘Virtue’ contrasts with ‘knowledge’ in a pejorative sense, referring to cunning or wiliness.

connect with others’ hearts: ‘Heart’ here is xīn 心, which refers to the heart in the chest, to emotional responses, and to mental functioning. Most instances of ‘heart’ in the translation can also be read as ‘mind’ and vice versa or understood as ‘heart-mind’.

if you have … troublemaker: Whatever your moral qualities, you can help or reform others only by first establishing a connection with them. Otherwise you are simply displaying your own supposed virtue and making trouble that will backfire.

	21	Your eyes … form: The despot will take advantage of his position of authority to dominate and control you, until he has thoroughly reformed the thoughts and values in your mind to his liking.


fire with fire … excessive: Disputing his policies or decisions with the imperious prince will only make things worse, as he is convinced of his own cleverness and unlikely to listen.

the tyrant Jié … Bǐ Gān: Jié and Zhòu were two of the four wicked tyrants of old. Guān Lóngféng and Prince Bǐ Gān were virtuous ministers who served under them. On Bǐ Gān, see also §§10.1b, 20.6, 26.1a, 29.1c, and 29.2c.

good name: One interpretation is that the victims, Guān Lóngféng and Bǐ Gān, cared too much about their virtuous reputation and so brought trouble on themselves. Another interpretation is that the two tyrants cared about their reputation and so punished the virtuous ministers for making them look bad.

employed their troops … without end: The sage-kings Yáo and Yú conquered these states as punishment for their repeated, rapacious aggression against other countries.

These are all … let alone you: The text is punning on different uses of the words ‘name’ (míng 名) and ‘object’ (shí 實). ‘Name’ can refer to words, titles, reputation, and fame; ‘object’ can refer to things, facts, the substance behind a name, and material gain. The implication is that a wide range of problems arise from people’s pursuit of some aspect of either ‘name’ or ‘objects’, primarily material gain. Even a sage cannot overcome people’s tendency to pursue fame and gain.

Son of Heaven: The sovereign, in this case the lord of Wèi.

	22	innocent child: Presumably implying that others will not hold him responsible.


In being inwardly upright … following along with humanity: A regularly occurring theme in the Zhuāngzǐ is how to balance aspects of life that arise from ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’ with those that arise from ‘the human’ or ‘humanity’. Yán proposes to maintain his inward integrity, regarding himself and the tyrant as equally parts of nature, while outwardly conforming to the expectations of humanity. Both tactics he hopes will spare him from attracting criticism.

In citing precedents … the ancients: Yán’s third tactic is that he will remark on the despot’s misconduct only by citing established sayings of worthy ancient figures who criticized analogous misconduct in the past. In this way he hopes to escape the despot’s anger, since the words are the ancients’, not his.

the mind as your master: Alternatively, taking the mind as your guide. Yán is applying his mind to guide him, using it to deliberately plot out specific tactics. For a closely related remark on taking predetermined views in one’s mind as a ‘master’ or ‘guide’, see §2.3. For a related use of ‘master’ as a guide and by extension the Way itself, see §6.8 and the title of book 6.

Undertaking things … assume it’s easy: Yán may think the easy route is to deliberately plan things out with the mind, but doing so is a mistake, which heaven will not sanction.

It’s been months … fasting: As Yán’s question indicates, the ‘fasting’ in question refers to eating a plain, austere diet free of alcohol, meat, and strong flavours, not to abstaining from all food.

fasting of the mind: ‘Mind’ here is xīn 心, the ‘heart-mind’, the organ of self-aware thought and action, located in the chest. To ‘fast the mind’ is to purge it of self-aware thoughts and plans.

Focus your intent: Alternatively, ‘unify your intent’. ‘Intent’ (zhì 志) is one’s purpose, object, aim, or attention.

vital breath: ‘Vital breath’ here is qì 氣, the energy-vapour from which all things are constituted.

the mind … tallies: The mind’s sensing and grasp of things goes only as far as the symbols, tallies, or concepts it employs. Since these ‘tallies’ may fail to match up well with actual circumstances, Yán is to ‘listen’ with the indeterminate, unfixed vital breath rather than the mind.

The vital breath … things: The vital breath is ‘empty’ (xū 虛)—unfixed, open, and fluid or vaporous, neither ‘solid’ nor ‘full’—and so ‘waits on things’ to push or shape how it flows.

Emptiness … mind: Yán is to empty his mind of the deliberate plans he has prepared and attain an unfixed, formless state.

Huí … existed: Yán finds that if he ‘fasts’ the mind, he ‘forgets’ his identity, as he is no longer thinking self-reflexively about what to do. So it is as if he has ‘never existed’. These lines may be punning on the word shǐ 使, which can mean ‘to make or use’ and ‘to be ordered or dispatched’. Adopting the second interpretation, an alternative translation might be ‘When I’d never received this assignment [that is, Confucius’s instructions], I was solidly myself, Huí; receiving it, Huí has never existed’.

	22	do not be moved … names: Evaluate the facts of the situation, seeking opportunities to influence the tyrant, without being moved by or fixated on what he says or how he names things. He may use names and titles unreliably, and he may respond to words in unpredictable ways.


gates or walls: Reading 无門无毒 as 無門無房, as in §22.5.

inevitable: On ‘the inevitable’ or what we can do nothing about, see too §§4.2b, 4.2c, 6.2a, 19.1, 23.8, 23.10, and 33.4.

	23	To break off … difficult: To stop walking and thus leave no footsteps is easy. What is hard is walking without touching the ground.


heaven … fake things: When we must answer to nature itself—to reality —pretence is pointless.

knowing by means of lacking knowledge: In the ‘empty’ state, Yán lacks knowledge. He puts himself in a state of responsiveness to contextual cues without knowing exactly what the cues will be or how he will respond. From this state, he must discover—and thus come to know—how to work with and influence the tyrant, even though he does not know in advance how he will do so. Compare §§2.6b and 25.8.

empty room … light: The empty heart-mind in the chest is open and unobstructed, and so it is clear and bright.

fortune … settled: Good fortune comes to those who are inwardly still and undistracted.

expelling … mind: Set aside reflectively self-conscious thought, planning, and intention.

ghosts and spirits … people: By emptying the mind, one becomes so potently responsive to circumstances that one can supposedly attract even ghosts and spirits, let alone influence other persons. See too §22.3 and the discussion of how Virtue attracts others in §§5.1 and 5.4.

problems with human … energies: The first type of problem—literally, ‘troubles with the ways of humanity’—is difficulties due to relations with others, such as their holding us responsible for failure. The second type of problem is health troubles, imbalances in the vital energies caused by stress or overwork.

problems with human relations: His king may punish him or Qí may mistreat him.

admonitions in the world: Two major things to be conscientious about.

One is fate … duty: ‘Fate’ here refers to unchangeable facts about our life circumstances, such as being born into a particular family. ‘Duty’ refers to unavoidable social obligations.

	24	the utmost in Virtue … fate: Virtue is the aspect of character directly concerned with our psycho-physical well-being. Fate refers to uncontrollable life circumstances, which we simply must accept. A similar remark appears in §5.2. Compare too the references to ‘ease’ in §§3.5, 6.5, and 6.7.


forget about yourself: In many Zhuāngzǐ passages, ‘forgetting’ is a distinctive feature of adept activity. For a selection of relevant passages, see the note to §19.4.

	25	let your mind wander … ultimate: Seek to attain the state of non-dependent, free wandering alluded to in §1.1c by ‘mounting’ and ‘riding along with’ events, at the same time preserving your inward equanimity by accepting what you cannot control. On ‘the inevitable’, or what we can do nothing about, see too §§4.1d, 4.2b, 6.2a, 19.1, 23.8, 23.10, and 33.4.


Why concern … report: Confucius urges Zǐgāo to focus on the process of his work and not worry about an outcome he cannot control.

this is … difficult: The most difficult challenge is to simply concentrate on the mission, without worrying about how things will go.

Yán Hé: This figure appears again in §§19.11 and 28.8.

Virtue is naturally deficient: Dé 德, ‘Virtue’, refers to agentive powers or the capacity for agency. The point seems to be that the prince is naturally lacking in Virtue. Some commentators suggest reading ‘naturally deficient’ as ‘naturally cruel’.

endanger the state … myself: If Yán does not teach the prince to conform to norms or constraints, later, once in power, the prince is likely to make rash, harmful decisions. But if his advice angers the prince, he will be imperiled.

recognize others’ mistakes … them: The prince recognizes when others err or fail to follow orders, but he does not reflect on the reasons for their failure, such as that conditions made success impossible or the orders were unreasonable.

follow along … your mind: Put up a pretext of indulging the prince’s words and actions while maintaining your own inward calm, all the while seeking an opening through which to influence him.

In following along … depart from your aims: In the original Chinese, these lines form a memorable rhyming couplet that can more directly be translated, ‘In following along, you don’t want to enter; in harmonizing, you don’t want to exit’.

If you follow … a curse: If in indulging the prince you end up joining in his vicious behaviour, you will have failed. On the other hand, if you merely maintain inward calm and abandon the aim of reforming him, again you will have failed.

when they kill … them: The implication is that Yán must follow and take advantage of the prince’s dispositions or inclinations in order to ‘tame’ him.

	26	There’s a limit … overlooks: No matter what care you take or what love you give the prince, there may be obstacles you cannot anticipate.


	26	nothing … used for: On use and uselessness, compare §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6, along with 4.5, 4.6, 4.8, 8.1, 20.1, 22.9, 26.7, and 32.5.


fine trees: The word for ‘fine’ here, wén 文, can be interpreted as ‘fine-grained’, ‘cultured’, or ‘refined’. For the Ruist Xúnzǐ, for example, an outcome of ethical cultivation is that agents and their conduct become wén, ‘refined’.

They … people of the world: By virtue of their usefulness, the fruit trees and shrubs ‘invite assault’.

I’ve now succeeded: The tree was nearly cut down in the past, but now it has succeeded in becoming useless, which to it is of great use.

How … one another: Since we are equally ‘things’, on what grounds can you apply your standards or those of other things to judge me?

shrine tree: The tree’s role at the sacred shrine seems useful, not useless.

lodging there: The tree is only temporarily or conditionally filling the role of a shrine tree.

	27	Nánbó Zǐqí: Probably the same fictional character as Zǐqí in §2.1.


wandering about: ‘Wander’ (yóu 遊) may also refer to a leisurely stroll, hike, or ramble.

spirit-person: The person whose activity is guided by their shén 神, or spirit, such that they are especially close to heaven or dào.

spirit-person … auspicious: Features conventionally considered flaws or defects, the spirit-person considers advantages, as their presence protects those who have them.

his sleeves rolled up: He freely goes about his business in full view of the press-gang without anyone taking notice of him.

	28	crippling their Virtue: Like the various exemplars of beneficial uselessness, one could possess great Virtue without displaying it and so avoid harmful attention. Another interpretation is to understand ‘virtue’ in the common sense of an outward show of moral qualities. Then the point is that one would do better by not displaying admirable moral qualities and thus avoiding the troubles that come with being recruited for service. Compare this story with those of ugly or deformed people of great Virtue in §§5.1, 5.4, and 5.5.


Crazy Jiē Yú: Another version of this story appears in §18.5 of the Confucian Analects. The version of Jiē Yú’s speech there reads, ‘Phoenix! Oh, phoenix! How has Virtue declined? The past we cannot admonish, but the future we can still pursue. Enough! Enough! Those who engage in government today are in danger’. When Confucius sought to speak with him, Jiē Yú ran away. See too §1.3.

Phoenix: The phoenix is a magical bird that appears only when the social world observes the dào.

Rushing … ground: Urgently following artificially set boundaries.

The mountain tree … itself: Its timber is useful, so by growing fine timber it causes itself to be plundered.




Book 5: Tallies of Full Virtue

This book collects together stories depicting fullness of dé 德, ‘Virtue’, or the powers of agency by which we live and act. A background assumption among some schools of early Chinese thought was that great Virtue would be outwardly manifested in a radiantly attractive physical form and bearing. Several of the stories in this book challenge this assumption by depicting physically deformed or unattractive persons as exemplars of full Virtue, which lies in calm, adaptive engagement with circumstances, rather than any particular outward form or conduct. An implicit theme, then, is that contrary to common opinion, the ‘tallies’ or ‘signs’ of abundant Virtue lie in one’s character and outlook, not one’s outward appearance.

	29	there was a chopfooted … Wáng Tái: Wáng is an ex-convict who suffered judicial amputation of a foot as punishment for a crime.


unspoken teaching: The Dàodéjīng mentions practicing an ‘unspoken teaching’, an approach to following the Way involving no explicit verbal instruction. On the unspoken teaching, distinctions that aren’t spoken, and a Way that doesn’t guide, see too §§2.11, 22.1, and 24.9.

attainment … that takes no form: Wáng himself has, and perhaps is able to bring about in others, an ideal state of mind that has no outward form or expression.

Discerning … non-contingent: He understands what he possesses—his powers of agency and his relation to dào—that is not contingent or dependent on things. See §1.2.

Discerning … with things: Compare §13.7.

Treating … ancestral source: He accepts how things transform as uncontrollable, unchangeable life circumstances (see §4.2b). Instead of shifting along with things, he holds fast to the ‘source’ or ‘ancestor’, the wellspring of agency within him, itself a manifestation of the Way of nature. For other references to the ‘ancestral source’, see §§7.5, 13.2a, 13.3a, 20.1, 21.4, 22.5, and 33.1.

liver … Yuè: The liver and gall are two parts of the same body, but if we focus on their differences, they are as different as two distinct countries.

what’s the same … one: Just as liver and gall are the same in being parts of one body, the myriad things can be regarded as ‘one’ in being parts of the world as a whole.

letting … Virtue: Instead of fixating on specific ends, he lets his mind ‘wander about’, maintaining the inward equanimity or harmony that in much of the Zhuāngzǐ is characteristic of great Virtue, or powers of agency.

respects in which things are one: Compare the remarks on things being one in §§1.3, 21.4, and 22.1. Compare too the notion of ‘vastness’ or a ‘great whole’ in passages such as §§12.2 and 25.10b.

He is devoted … around him: Wáng has successfully pursued a path of self-cultivation culminating in ‘constancy of mind’. Why would this path of personal development lead other people to become his followers?

	30	ascend any day they choose: They can leave the mundane world behind.


As to others … business: Wáng is unconcerned with recruiting followers, but his inward stillness, constancy of mind, and freedom from mundane concerns attract others to follow him. His Virtue bestows on him a profound charisma that attracts others, who learn from and are calmed by him.

Shēntú … Nobody: Like Wáng Tái, Shēntú is an ex-convict who suffered judicial mutilation of his foot, placing him among the lowest tiers on the social ladder. Zǐchán is an aristocrat and a senior official, among the highest of social classes. For other stories featuring Uncle Dark Nobody, see §§21.9 and 32.1.

If I leave … I’ll stay here: Zǐchán wants to avoid being seen in the company of an ex-convict amputee.

If the mirror is bright … you say things like this: If Zǐchán’s mind were clear, as a bright mirror is, by now he would have learned humility from their teacher.

To recognize … fate: Compare §4.2b.

	31	I still possess … whole: He still possesses his life and his Virtue.


people whose Virtue is whole: Confucius uses ‘Virtue’ in the conventional sense, by which Toeless’s past misconduct has damaged his Virtue.

Heaven has punished … released: Toeless has been punished by human authorities yet remains able to achieve psychological ‘release’ or freedom. Confucius’s lack of understanding is a punishment from heaven, from which he cannot be released. See too §6.6.

	32	males and females joined together before him: The exact nature of the ‘joining’ is unclear. The phrasing suggests that creatures of all kinds came to mate in his presence. (Thanks to David McCraw for pointing this out.)


If it’s worth doing all this … Virtue: If the ruler takes special measures on behalf of his women and officers who are whole in body, he should find it even more important to care for someone like Humpy Horseface, who is whole in Virtue.

Virtue is not manifested … form: Apparently the expectation was that Virtue would normally be manifested in one’s bodily form, such that the person of Virtue would be physically attractive, even radiant.

	33	can’t be allowed … soul repository: These fluctuating events cannot ‘enter’ or ‘intrude’ into and disrupt the emotional equanimity in the chest or torso, where the vital spirit is concentrated. Similar phrasing occurs in §23.2c.


enjoyment: Reading 兌 as 悅.

Levelness … harmony: Since the qì 氣, ‘breath’, of which we are constituted is conceptualized through vapour and water metaphors, there is a metaphorical parallel between the levelness of still water and psychological harmony (hé 和), which is construed as inward equilibrium or balance. The person of Virtue maintains such equilibrium and so is not disturbed by external events. Accordingly, he attracts and calms others.

Someone whose Virtue … drawn to: ‘Others can’t help being drawn to’ is literally ‘things cannot part from’. The person’s Virtue is preserved within, giving them an irresistible charisma and calming influence over others. Compare the similar claim in §21.4. Compare also §5.1.

Duke Líng … necks were too skinny: The text should probably read, roughly, ‘their legs were too lanky’. The line below about people’s necks seems to have been mistakenly duplicated here.

the sage … wander: The sage can always find space to ‘wander’ in ‘the harmony of Virtue’.

These four … provides: Most likely, the ‘four’ are not scheming, not cutting, not lacking anything, and not marketing anything.

	34	characteristic features of a human: Qíng 情, the word interpreted as ‘characteristic features’, can also refer to feelings, and so this line can also be rendered ‘they have human form but not human feelings’.


‘this’ and ‘not’ aren’t found in them: ‘This/right’ (shì 是) and ‘not/wrong’ ( fēi 非) refer to evaluative, action-guiding distinctions ‘characteristic’ of typical human thought and agency. See §§2.3, 2.4, and 2.6. The sage is free of such distinctions. The implication is that it is characteristic of humans to draw rigid value distinctions, but the sage refrains from doing so.

Tiny … within them: A recurring motif in Zhuāngzǐ is the contrast between ‘the human’ and ‘heaven’, or features typical of mundane human life, which many Zhuāngzǐ passages deprecate, and features associated with a deep connection to our origins in the Way of heaven or nature, which are valorized. The sage is said to fulfil what is from heaven ‘alone’ or ‘independently’, presumably insofar as in doing so they ‘depend’ (§1.1c) on nothing but the heavenly Virtue within and stand apart from mundane human social life. Compare this reference to ‘lone’ or ‘independent’ fulfilment to the use of ‘lone’ or ‘independent’ in §§6.4, 11.6b, 21.4, and 29.2c. For other passages addressing the relation between heaven and the human, see §§3.3, 4.1d, 5.5c, 6.1, 6.6b, 11.7, 12.5, 12.9, 13.2, 13.4, 15.2, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.7, 23.2c, 23.9a, 23.10, 24.12b, 31.1e, 32.2, and 32.3b.

characteristic features of humanity: Since the word qíng 情 can also refer to feelings, a further implication of the question is whether there are any humans who lack feelings. The line can also be rendered ‘Are there really people who lack feelings?’

Deeming things … features: The feature of humanity picked out as characteristic here is our inclination to evaluate things by drawing pro/con distinctions between ‘this/right’ (shì 是) and ‘not/wrong’ ( fēi 非). Some interpreters construe this line as, ‘This is not what I call characteristic features’. However, §5.5b indicates that to lack the characteristic features is to lack the attitude of distinguishing ‘this’ from ‘not’.

not injuring … dislikes: They do not allow preferences and aversions to disrupt their inward equilibrium or equanimity.

	34	how … survive: If they don’t take steps to benefit or improve life, wouldn’t they neglect their health and die?


put your spirit outside yourself: He foolishly treats his spirit as ‘external’ (wài 外)—secondary, unimportant, or not a core part of himself.

Heaven … ‘hard’ and ‘white’: Huìzǐ had a reputation for frivolous or trivial chop logic devoted to issues such as the relation between the hardness and whiteness of a hard, white stone. The text’s implicit rebuke is that, since heaven has bestowed our physical body on us, we should conform to heaven by nurturing our physical form and preserving our spirit and vitality within.




Book 6: The Great Ancestral Master

The title most likely refers to the indistinct, underlying, comprehensive Way of nature, from and through which all things arise and proceed. Several Zhuāngzǐ passages refer to this Way as an ‘ancestor’ or a ‘source’ (zōng 宗) (for example, §§5.1, 7.5, 21.4), presumably because all things ‘descend’ from it. In such contexts, I have translated it as ‘ancestral source’. Section 13.3 speaks of the Virtuous emperor or king as treating ‘heaven and earth as his ancestral source’. In §6.8 below, Xǔ Yóu refers to this Way as the ‘master’ he follows. Similar phrasing is reprised in §13.2b. Some of the sections in this book depict figures who arguably have found a way to identify with or ground themselves in this ‘source’ or ‘ancestral master’.

	35	How do I know … heaven: As remarked in §5.5, the relation between heaven or nature and the human is a recurring theme in the Zhuāngzǐ, as is the relation between both concepts and what is genuine, or what we inherently are by nature. This book begins by presenting a set of views on heaven and the human for consideration and then questioning them. The remark about what knowledge depends on not being fixed echoes the remark in §2.4a about the reference of speech not being fixed.


genuine human: A person who aligns with heaven by fulfilling what is ‘genuine’ for humanity, or what is inherently, by nature, part of human life. The phrase ‘genuine human’ is stylistically less natural than ‘genuine person’ but is needed to preserve the contrast set forth in §6.1a between heaven and the human.

Someone like this … burnt: Compare §§2.13b, 6.1b, 17.1e, and 19.2.

This is what … climb up onto the Way: These are descriptions of persons who use their understanding to ‘climb onto’, flow along with, and apply the Way.

slept without dreaming … worries: Compare §15.2.

The genuine human breathes from the heels … shallow: The lines in parentheses appear to be a piece of ancient commentary that has been interpolated into the text.

	36	6.1c: §6.1 as a whole is an example of the composite nature of many Warring States texts, as the content appears to have been cobbled together from multiple sources. In particular, §6.1c is a piece of distinct, largely irrelevant material that has been inserted into the middle of the paean to the ‘genuine’ human. Section 6.1e below is another such piece. Both may be parts of an authoritarian early Hàn political discourse that also includes writings such as §11.7 and §13.3.


Their bounty … ages: A nearly identical line occurs in §14.2.

Hú Bùxié … Shēntú Dí: A list of legendary figures who in various ways sacrificed themselves for others.

what suited others … what suited themselves: This curious phrase recurs in §8.5.

The genuine humans of old … forgot what they were saying: Nearly every line in this poem is open to multiple interpretations, and the translation is speculative and tentative.

wisdom … timing: Whether some utterance or conduct counted as knowledge or wisdom was determined by the context, such that the same claim or conduct might count as wise at one time but not at another.

They took punishment … hard: Like §6.1c, the paragraph in parentheses seems to be a piece of distinct material that has been incorporated into the text, expressing ideas quite different from those typical of the Zhuāngzǐ. The meaning of the last sentence is especially doubtful and the translation is tentative.

	37	this is … ‘genuine human’: The ‘genuine’ mode of human life conforms to the flow of heaven or nature without resisting it or attempting to help it along. Compare §§15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c.


6.2a: §§6.2a–6.2d are a mishmash of snippets, or ‘working notes’, some of which are reused elsewhere in the Zhuāngzǐ corpus.

what surpasses heaven: That is, the Way.

When the spring … rivers and lakes: Compare §§6.6 and 14.6a.

praising Yáo and condemning Jié: Yáo was one of the legendary sage-kings, Jié one of the legendary wicked tyrants.

what makes my life good … death good: Alternatively, to deem my life good is at the same time a reason to deem my death good. Compare §6.5b.

fishnet: Reading 汕 for 山.

How much more … depends: How much more should they seek to follow the underlying, overall Way that drives the processes of nature.

	38	Xıˉ Wéi attained it … stars: This litany of allusions to mythological figures appears to be a Hàn dynasty composition, as some of the legends mentioned may not have been current earlier. The passage exemplifies the motley nature of the first half of book 6.


perceive solitude: Another reference to dú 獨, the ‘solitude’, ‘independence’, or ‘aloneness’ of the sage. Compare §§5.5b, 11.6b, 21.4, and 29.2c.

	39	Four men … together: Readers will notice that each of the men’s names begins with zǐ 子. Zǐ was commonly used as the first syllable of the ‘courtesy’ or ‘style’ name given to men on reaching adulthood. It can be interpreted as an honorific, similar to ‘Mr’ or to the Japanese suffix ‘-san’.


Whoever … friends with them: These lines are quoted in §23.4.

a matter of the timing: A matter of the opportune moment. Compare this and the next several lines with §3.5.

	40	yīn and yáng: These are the two primal vital ‘breaths’, ‘vapours’, or ‘energies’. They can be thought of here as standing in for various natural forces and processes.


The Great Clump … my death good: Compare §6.2c.

Three men … friends: Again, as in §6.5, many men’s names begin with zǐ 子, commonly used as the first syllable of one’s courtesy name. Zǐ can be interpreted as an honorific, similar to ‘Mr’.

Zǐgòng: One of Confucius’s leading disciples.

Confucius … funeral affairs: Many Rú (‘Erudites’), such as Confucius and his disciples, made a living conducting rites such as funerals.

	41	is this ceremonially proper: Ritual or ceremonial propriety (lǐ 禮) was a core ethical guideline for the Rú. Zǐgòng is appalled by the friends’ failure to conform to conventional norms of propriety for funeral rites.


How would … ceremonial propriety: The two friends acknowledge the value of ritual propriety but interpret it differently.

Zǐgòng returned … told Confucius: Compare the similar story in §12.11c.

change in expression: They show no sign of grief.

wander beyond … within it: The two surviving friends roam beyond the boundaries of the typical human Way, while Confucius lives within these boundaries.

they forget their liver … taking no action: Compare §19.13.

punished by heaven: See §§5.3b and 14.5.

I’ll share … you: Although Confucius acknowledges his path is ‘within’ the bounds of the human and not the path of heaven, he is still willing to talk about it with Zǐgòng.

Fish create each other … in Ways: Literally, fish ‘make’ or ‘construct’ each other in water, while people ‘make’ or ‘construct’ each other in Ways. Wáng Shúmín suggests interpreting the verb as shēng 生, ‘producing’ or ‘living with’ each other. An alternative translation might run, ‘fish become fish together in water; people become people together in Ways’. In this context, ‘Way’ may justifiably be pluralized, as the remark could refer to the plurality of cultural ways by which we jointly and reciprocally shape each other as human beings.

For those … settled: Every community naturally follows one or more Ways. Simply by having a Way, without making a deliberate project out of doing so, we have a settled way of life.

Fish … arts of Ways: Alternatively, ‘in the arts of the Way’. To ‘forget each other’ is to live together frictionlessly, without deliberately attending to how we interact.

odd people: Eccentrics such as Mèng Zǐfǎn and Zǐ Qínzhāng, the two surviving friends.

Heaven’s commoner … commoner: The text seems faulty. Probably this line should read, ‘heaven’s commoner is humanity’s gentleman; humanity’s commoner is heaven’s gentleman’.

	42	Although he was … some things: Mèngsūn himself has no need for any funeral or mourning rites at all, but in his social circumstances, he could not omit these. Still, he omitted tears, painful grief, and displays of sorrow.


changes … vitality: Following Wáng Shúmín.

When others cry … as he did: He adapts his conduct to maintain harmony with others by meeting their needs and expectations.

what we call “I” is indeed I: Reading 吾之 as 吾之為吾.

You dream of being a bird … depths: Might what we take to be ‘I’ be no more fixed than these dream-identities?

vast, formless sky: The totality of nature. The word tiān 天 connotes the sky, nature, and heaven.

Yì’érzǐ … instructed you: Yáo was one of the legendary sage-kings. Xǔ Yóu was a Daoist worthy, sometimes depicted as Yáo’s teacher. (See §§1.2, 12.4, 24.11, 26.12, 28.1, and 29.3b.)

You must devote … wrong: Yáo’s remark represents mainstream ethical advice that would be endorsed by many Ruist and Mohist teachers, for example.

Yáo having already tattooed … wrong: Tattooing the convict’s face and amputating the nose were two of the five ancient mutilating punishments.

Wú Zhuāng … strength: Wú Zhuāng and Jù Liǎng are otherwise unknown allegorical figures representing a woman of great beauty and a man of great strength.

	43	My master: The Way guides him and so is his ‘teacher’ or ‘master’. See also §13.2, which quotes and recontextualizes these lines.


It coordinates … benevolent: The Way attains morally virtuous ends without seeking to manifest the virtues.

senior … old: Compare §§6.3a and 13.2b.

vast connecting flow: ‘Connecting flow’ is ‘tōng 通’, ‘free-flowing’ or ‘connecting through’, here roughly a synonym for dào 道, the Way. In §2.6b, the same word is used to describe appropriate activity (‘flowing through’).

It turns out … of us: In the Analects, Confucius considers Yán his most worthy disciple. Here he seems to remark that Yán is the more talented of the two of them.

	44	I tried … but couldn’t: In his song, Zǐsāng mentions four possible causes of his distress. He then rules out three of these, leaving it open whether ‘humanity’ has put him in this predicament, although he attributes his troubles to ‘fate’.





Book 7: Responding to Emperors and Kings

This book collects together several passages illustrating a ‘Zhuangist’ approach to governance.

	45	Four times … didn’t know: Perhaps a reference to §2.13.


The man of Yǒuyú … the man of Tài: Yǒuyú was the clan name of the legendary sage-king Shùn. Tài is a surname for an imagined, ideal ruler from an even more ancient past.

taking himself to be … an ox: He drew no fixed distinctions regarding his own role or identity but instead adapted and shifted with circumstances. In early Chinese logic, ‘horse’ and ‘ox’ were stock examples used to illustrate drawing distinctions between different kinds of objects. Compare §13.6.

The man of Yǒuyú … never emerged into the non-human … he never entered the non-human: Commentators have proposed a range of interpretations of these puzzling contrasting descriptions, many of them strained. If we provisionally assume the text is not faulty, the point may be that because Shùn (Yǒuyú) never got beyond attracting others through benevolence, he never emerged from the realm of the human to freely wander ‘outside the realm’, in the non-human (compare §6.6b). By contrast, Tài never needed to ‘enter’ the realm of the non-human, as he roamed there from the start. (This interpretation is due to an exchange with David McCraw.)

crazy Jiē Yú: The same figure appears in §§1.3 and 4.7.

a ruler … reformed by them: Compare the advice criticized in §12.10. ‘Reform’ here is huà 化, or ‘transform’.

When the sage governs … outward: Guidelines, standards, and so forth govern people’s outward behaviour. This passage can be instructively compared with §12.12.

sets himself straight: Alternatively, he corrects himself or makes himself upright. Rather than seeking to change others, he simply puts himself in order and sets a good example.

	46	well governed: Alternatively, ‘in good order’. References to governing concern zhì 治, which refers to governing, controlling, managing, and putting in order. The stance expressed here is a Zhuangist response to ‘activist’ approaches to governance, such as that criticized in §7.2.


Yáng Zǐjū: This figure appears again in §27.6. Commentators have speculated that he is the same person as Yáng Zhū 楊朱, but the stance he takes here seems unlike either the ethical egoism or the ‘nurturing life’ view usually attributed to Yáng.

a petty functionary … mind: Compare §12.9.

the markings … king: The features Yáng mentions are analogous to the tiger’s and leopard’s beautiful coats and the monkey’s and dog’s abilities, all of which attract harm.

When an enlightened king governs: Compare the political views here with §12.10.

like a spirit: A number of Zhuāngzǐ writings compare preternaturally effective, superhuman performances to the work of spirits.

Lièzǐ: Lièzǐ is Liè Yùkòu. He also appears in §§1.1c, 18.6, 19.2a, 21.9, 28.9, and 32.1. His name is the title of book 32.

Húzǐ: Lièzǐ’s teacher, a fictional character who does not appear again outside of this story.

the chance to read your face: He let Jì Xián ‘read’ him through physiognomy.

	47	stops: Reading 正 as 止.


mended the threads of vital breath: Reading 繕緖機 for 善者機. (I thank David McCraw for this suggestion.) Alternatively, reading 善者機, we can interpret the line as ‘he probably saw the healthy workings in me’.

unhewn plainness: An allusion to the concept of plainness or simplicity advocated in the Dàodéjīng.

he stood alone in his physical form: He neither depended on nor engaged with anything. Compare the uses of ‘alone’ or ‘independent’ in §§5.5b, 11.6b, and 29.2c.

	48	be empty: The connotations of xū 虛, ‘empty’, include open, unfixed, indeterminate, insubstantial, flexible, and adaptive. Compare §4.1d.


Primal Chaos: The formless, undifferentiated mass from which the cosmos emerged.

on the seventh day … died: Presumably an editorial hand placed this story here deliberately, since it seems no coincidence that in this, the seventh story of the seventh book of the Zhuāngzǐ, Primal Chaos dies on the seventh day, after seven openings are bored in them.




Book 8: Webbed Toes

This book is the first of a cluster of writings, including books 8, 9, 10, and §§11.1–11.3, that fiercely criticize prevailing ethical ideals such as those of the Ruists and Mohists and instead advocate a simple life guided by people’s inherent nature, or xìng 性. (Following A. C. Graham, the rough doctrinal orientation presented in these writings is widely known as ‘Primitivism’.) Starting with this book, instead of thematic titles, each book has a title formed from two words taken from its first sentence.

	51	Webbed toes … Virtue: Conjoined toes and extra fingers grow from a person’s inherent nature (xìng 性) but are redundant to our nature-given powers, in this case probably the powers of the foot and hand.


Protruding cysts … nature: Cysts and warts grow from the body but are not part of our inherent nature. For more on inherent nature, see §9.1.

Those who apply benevolence … organs: One interpretation is that these moral virtues are regarded as crucial to human life, as the vital organs are. Another possible interpretation is that in early Chinese correlative thought, the five virtues of benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and trustworthiness may have been regarded as aligning with the five organs (liver, lungs, heart, kidneys, and spleen). It is unclear when this correlative doctrine originated, however.

	51	Lí Zhū: Legendary figure famed for his sharp eyesight.


Master Kuàng: Legendary figure famed for regulating standards of music. He appears in §§2.7b and 10.1c.

Zēng and Shǐ: Zēng Shēn and Shǐ Qiū, two paragons of moral virtue. Zēng was a disciple of Confucius renowned for benevolence and filial devotion. Shǐ was a Spring and Autumn era minister of Wèi known for his sense of loyalty and duty.

balancing … knots: Drawing fine distinctions and arguing as intricately as trying to balance a stack of tiles or tie complicated knots.

hard and white or same and different: Among the topics discussed by early Chinese ‘disputers’ or dialecticians were the relation between the hard and white features of a white stone and the various ways of distinguishing similarities and differences between things.

Yáng and Mò: Yáng Zhū and Mò Dí, two prominent figureheads for opposing ethical stances. In Mencius, Yáng represents the view that the Way lies first and foremost in pursuing one’s own welfare, Mò the contrasting view that the Way lies in promoting the welfare of all. Here, as readers will see, their faults are excessive reliance on pointless disputation. Compare §§8.1a, 10.1c, and 12.15.

The highest standard of correctness: Reading 正正 as 至正.

characteristic features of one’s nature and fate: We must preserve and cope with the distinctive features of our intrinsic nature (xìng 性) and extrinsic life circumstances (mìng 命, ‘fate’). For this phrase, see too §§8.2, 8.5, 11.1, and 24.1.

	52	the man of Yǒuyú: The sage-king Shùn, of the house of Yǒuyú.


	53	Ask Jack … scrolls: This passage is remarkable for implying that a herdboy would be literate.


Bó Yí: A paragon of virtue who starved himself to death rather than serve an unjust ruler.

Robber Zhí: A legendary bandit leader who epitomizes greed and amorality. Book 29 presents an extended story about him.

Yú Ér: Obscure figure famed for his discerning palate.

	54	doing what suits others while failing to do what suits oneself: This phrase also occurs in §6.1c.





Book 9: Horses’ Hooves

	55	genuine nature of horses: ‘Nature’ is xìng 性, or inherent dispositions, which are tied to how things tend to act or develop without learning, effort, or self-conscious attention or deliberation. Xìng is often tied to health, with the implication that a life that follows or fulfils one’s xìng will be healthy, while acting contrary to xìng will damage one’s health. This section is one of a number of Zhuāngzǐ writings that appeal to xìng as a source of normative authority: the apt way to live is in line with our xìng.


Bó Lè: A legendary master horseman.

managing horses: ‘Managing’ here is zhì 治, also interpretable as ‘governing’, ‘controlling’, or ‘putting in good order’. Alternative translations include ‘I’m good at controlling horses’ and ‘I’m good at governing horses’. The text criticizes ‘interventionist’ approaches to managing, reforming, controlling, or governing things without due regard for their inherent dispositions. The horse trainer, potter, carpenter, and sages are all faulted for ‘governing’, ‘managing’, or ‘ordering’ rather than adaptively responding to things.

The round vessels … correspond to the line: The compass, set square, and ink line were stock examples of ‘standards’ or ‘models’ ( fǎ 法) by which to guide and evaluate conduct, central to the approach to the Way advocated by the Mohists, Xúnzǐ, and the Legalists.

govern the world: ‘Govern’ is the same word as ‘manage’, zhì 治.

The people have a constant nature … Virtue: Because of their ‘constant nature’, which all share, people have the same, shared Virtue, or capacities for agency, which lead them to follow a shared way of life.

Unified … release: If people act on their shared Virtue, they live together in unity, attaining a form of nature-given freedom. ‘Tiān’ 天 refers both to ‘heaven’ and to ‘nature’.

the age of ultimate Virtue: See too §§10.2a and 12.13.

	56	prince and commoner: Alternatively, of the ethically superior gentleman versus the vulgar person.


Unified in lacking knowledge … Virtue: Since they lacked artificial, socially inculcated ‘knowledge’, nothing separated them from their inherent, nature-given Virtue.

the Way and Virtue … righteousness: This paragraph echoes themes prominent in Dàodéjīng §§12, 18, and 28, among other sections.

Hè Xū: An obscure, legendary ruler from the predynastic era, before the time of the sage-kings.

coveting knowledge: Alternatively, coveting wisdom.




Book 10: Breaking into Chests

	57	knowledge: Alternatively, ‘wise’, ‘wisdom’, or ‘know-how’. The references throughout this essay to ‘knowing’ or ‘knowledge’—alternatively, being ‘wise’ or possessing ‘wisdom’—all use the same Chinese word, zhī 知. In several cases, ‘wisdom’ might yield a smoother translation than ‘knowledge’, but I have used ‘knowledge’ to emphasize the continuity between §§10.1a and 10.2b.


	57	Qí: Qí 齊 was a powerful northeastern state whose territory overlapped modern Shāndōng.


neighbouring towns … other: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §80.

Yet in a single … state: In 481 bce, Tián Chéngzǐ 田成子, scion of the powerful Tián clan (who was also known as Tián Cháng 田常 and Tián Héng 田恆), killed Duke Jiǎn of Qí 齊簡公 and installed Jiǎn’s brother as a puppet ruler. This was a pivotal event in a century-long saga by which the Tián clan replaced the Jiāng 姜 clan as rulers of Qí, formally taking the throne in 386 bce. As Qián Mù suggests, the reference below to the Tián clan holding power for twelve generations may imply the writer is speaking after the fall of Qí in 221 bce, as there were a total of twelve generations of rulers of Qí after Tián Chéngzǐ’s time.

institutions of sagely knowledge: Alternatively, ‘sagely wisdom’. ‘Institutions’ here is fǎ 法, also ‘standards’ or ‘laws’. The Tián family not only usurped the state of Qí, they took over its orderly laws and institutions, which now served to protect their rule, rather than the legitimate line of succession. These ‘institutions’ include such things as weights and measures, mentioned below.

	58	Guān Lóngféng … to rot: These four virtuous ministers tried to reform tyrannical rulers and as a result died horrible deaths. Guān and Bǐ Gān were previously mentioned in §4.1a.


In the past … execution: These sentences seem to be tangentially related remarks inserted into the text.

How can you … a Way: Literally, ‘How can you go anywhere without a Way?’

the sages benefit … it: The Way of the sages can be a means to good or bad ends. Since there are more bad people than good, overall the Way produces more harm than benefit.

The wine of Lǔ … besieged: There are two versions of this story, both illustrating how seemingly minor events can bring about unforeseen consequences. On one version, taking the thin wine presented to him by Lǔ to be an insult, the king of Chǔ attacked Lǔ. Seeing that Chǔ had dispatched its forces to Lǔ and so could not promptly come to the aid of its ally, Zhào, the king of Liǎng besieged Hán Dān, the capital of Zhào. On the other version, Lǔ presented Chǔ with thin wine, while Zhào brought richer wine. However, when the wine steward of Chǔ requested to taste Zhào’s wine, he was refused, so he covertly switched the two. Angered by the thin wine he was told came from Zhào, the king of Chǔ besieged Hán Dān.

well ordered: Alternatively, well governed.

Institute pecks and bushels … benevolence and righteousness along with the rest: The various measures, weights, tallies, and values mentioned are all examples of the ‘institutions of sagely knowledge’ mentioned above.

	59	Fish … people: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §36. Here the knowledge and institutions of the sages are the ‘beneficial instruments’.


cut off sageliness … knowledge: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §19. ‘Knowledge’ can also be interpreted as ‘wisdom’.

Tear up … contentious: These two lines highlight two prominent themes in the Dàodéjīng, simplicity and non-contention.

Artisan Chuí: Legendary artisan famed for his skill.

Great skill … clumsiness: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §45. This line appears to be a comment inserted into the text.

Yáng and Mò: Yáng Zhū, associated with an ethical stance that puts oneself first, and Mòzǐ, known for advocating concern for all.

profound unity: Xuán tóng 玄同. See Dàodéjīng §56.

the age of ultimate Virtue: Compare §§9.2 and 12.13.

Róng Chéng … the Divine Farmer: These twelve are all mythical rulers from before the time of the Three Dynasties. Hè Xū is mentioned in §9.4. Fú Xī was traditionally considered the originator of the Yì Jīng 易經, the classic of change. The Divine Farmer is Shén Nóng, the initiator of agriculture.

the people used knotted … between them: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §80.

perfect order: Alternatively, ‘ultimate governance’.

	60	superiors who covet knowledge: ‘Superiors’ refers to rulers, high officials, and other powerful persons. ‘Covet knowledge’ can also be interpreted as ‘covet wisdom’ or ‘are fond of knowledge’.


If superiors really covet … disorder: The text is echoing ideas such as those in Dàodéjīng §§18, 19, and 65, which contend that knowledge or wisdom marks a loss of dào and disrupts political society.

twists and turns … perplexed by disputation: ‘Disputation’ was an activity of inquiry and dispute aimed at settling the relations between names and objects. Critics considered it too easily misdirected into trivial, perplexing wordplay, which could have harmful consequences insofar as it might confuse people as to how to follow the Way. Two issues associated with disputation were the relation between compresent features of a single object, as ‘hard’ and ‘white’ are both features of a hard, white stone, and how to distinguish things that are ‘the same’, and thus take the same ‘name’, from those that are ‘different’.




Book 11: Leave it in its Place

	61	Robber Zhí … appear: Robber Zhí is the embodiment of greed and amorality; Zēng and Shǐ were paragons of moral righteousness.


Three Dynasties: The Xià, Shāng, and Zhōu.

settling at ease … their nature and fate: Accepting and living peacefully with the distinctive, inherent facts about their intrinsic nature (xìng 性) and extrinsic life circumstances (mìng 命, ‘fate’).

	62	fasts and austerities … dance to them: These eight values and activities are treated as matters of the highest seriousness, handled according to elaborate rituals.


Attain non-action: ‘Non-action’ is wúwéi 無為, or undertaking no activity that is not prompted by the patterns or movement of the Way—in particular, no activity that imposes one’s own intentions or values on things. ‘Non-action’ is an especially prominent theme in the political thought of books 10–14. It is also associated with the features of the Way. For other sections that treat ‘non-action’ prominently, see §§6.3, 10.2b, 11.5, 12.1, 12.2, 13.1, 13.3, 14.1, 14.5, 15.2, 18.1, 22.2, 23.7, and 25.10.

someone values … consigned to them: A quotation from Dàodéjīng 13. Compare this point to that of stories such as §28.1.

dragon-like appearance … depths: Compare §14.6b.

	63	axes and saws … execute them: Axes and saws were used to inflict mutilating punishments, but the point of these lines is to use craft tools as a metaphor for various means of controlling and correcting people’s conduct.


In the present age, the bodies of the executed … fettered and manacled: Compare these remarks with §25.7.

Cut off … knowledge: A quotation from Dàodéjīng 19.

Master Guǎng Chéng: Alternatively, ‘Master Broad Completion’.

quintessence: jīng 精, the pure, refined concentrate of something.

	64	facing south: Thrones were oriented so that the sovereign faced south.


The quintessence … silent: The content, boundaries, and extent of the Way are vague and indeterminate.

	65	great brilliance … ultimate yīn: Yáng and yīn are the two primal types of energies or forces, the former associated with light, the latter with darkness.


Heaven … storehouses: Heaven and earth each have their assigned tasks or roles; yīn and yáng each have their resources.

	66	The myriad things … root: Likely a reference to Dàodéjīng §16.


For them to know of it is to separate from it: Reflexive self-awareness of one’s part in the undifferentiated whole is enough to separate from it.

	67	wanting to be superior to the crowd: Because we see ourselves as superior to others, we dislike it when they do not follow along with us.


Relying on … crowd: The arrogant nevertheless care about whether the crowd agree with them, and so they rely on the crowd to feel secure in their knowledge. This approach is not as good as directly learning from the extensive know-how of the crowd.

Three Kings: Yáo, Shùn, and Yú.

gamble with … state: They gamble in hoping to reap the benefits without the troubles.

They thing without being things … thing things: They determine how to frame or distinguish things as the things they are without allowing other things to frame or distinguish them as any fixed thing, and so they are free to determine how to approach things as one thing or another. An alternative interpretation: Those who possess a great thing mustn’t treat it as a mere thing. They allow it to be the thing it is without treating it as a mere thing, and so they can allow things to be the things they are. The next line—‘someone who things things is not a thing’—seems to favour roughly the first line of interpretation.

solitary existence: Alternatively, ‘existing alone’ or ‘independent existence’. The point seems to be that such persons depend on nothing beyond themselves and so have attained non-dependence, as mentioned in §1.1c. Compare the use of ‘alone’ or ‘solitary’ (dú 獨) here with that in §§5.5b, 6.4, 11.4, 21.4, and 29.2c.

Great Person: This is one of a handful of passages that refer to the ideal figure of the ‘Great Person’ instead of, for example, the sage or the ultimate person. See §§11.6c, 17.1c, 24.9, 25.10a.

assimilating … they have no self: He identifies with the totality in which all things are ‘the same’ and so has no self distinct from the totality.

how could they … existence of things: Since he has merged with the totality of things, how could he recognize the existence of things distinct from himself?

	68	11.7: Thematically, this section is a contribution to the discourse of early Hàn dynasty ‘syncretism’ and ‘autocratic Laoism’, as exemplified by writings such as §13.3. Syncretic discourse affirms conventional values such as benevolence and righteousness, treating them as compatible with the Way and Virtue, while ‘autocratic Laoism’ advocates non-action (wúwéi 無為), but only for the sovereign, not for his subordinates.


What has spirit … heaven: What ‘has spirit’ or ‘is spirited’ usually occurs mysteriously and magically, like the work of the divine.

To nobly take no action … the Way of humanity: Here the contrast between heaven and humanity is applied to political relations. Only the ruler is to emulate the Way of heaven, which is taking no action (wúwéi); ministers and other subjects are to follow the Way of humanity, which is to take action. This use of the heaven/human contrast is typical of a strand of late Warring States or early Hàn dynasty political thought that we might call ‘autocratic Laoism’. This feature aligns this section with §13.3.




Book 12: Heaven and Earth

Books 12 through 14 form a set whose titles all feature the word ‘Heaven’. Several sections in books 12 and 13 seem associated with a branch of early Hàn political thought that combines motifs from the Dàodéjīng with other influences, including Legalism and Ruism. Some scholars identify this brand of thought as ‘Huang-Lao’, a term introduced in the Shǐ Jì, which may refer to a Hàn dynasty political affiliation. However, it may be inaccurate and potentially misleading to apply this label retrospectively to Warring States and early Hàn texts. (‘Huang-Lao’ is a portmanteau term formed from the names Huángdì, or Yellow Emperor, and Lǎozǐ, figurehead for the Dàodéjīng.) I will instead use the label ‘syncretism’ (introduced by A. C. Graham) for hybrid views that endorse both conventional moral values such as benevolence and ‘Daoist’ conceptions of the Way and Virtue and the label ‘autocratic Laoism’ for views according to which only the ruler practices non-action and the Way is thought to fix ‘names’ and social roles.

Only a few sections of these books present such ‘syncretic’ or ‘autocratic Laoist’ views. Specifically, these sections include §§12.1, 12.2, 13.1, 13.3, perhaps 13.4 and 14.1, and, from the preceding book, §11.7. Section 11.7 affirms the values of benevolence and righteousness—denigrated elsewhere in Zhuāngzǐ—and asserts that only the ruler practices non-action (wúwéi 無為), while his subordinates must take action ( yǒuwéi 有為), a view not shared outside of this handful of sections. Section 12.1 claims that the Way settles the use of names and the division of roles and duties, a stance inconsistent with much of books 2 and 17, for example. Section 13.1 implies that taking no action (wúwéi) involves allowing subordinates to fulfil their duties. Section 13.3a asserts that only political superiors practice non-action and emphasizes ‘the Virtue of emperors and kings’. Section 13.3b affirms the importance of rewards and punishments, proprieties and standards, and ‘matching forms with names’, but insists that these are strictly secondary to understanding the Great Way. It also claims that the political hierarchy is modelled on heaven and earth. Section 13.4 echoes the claim that rulers model themselves on heaven and earth.

	69	undertook no action … Virtue: They practiced non-action (wúwéi), simply letting their inherent capacity for responding to natural Ways draw them along without imposing their own intentions on things. For other passages on non-action, see §§6.3, 10.2b, 11.1, 11.5, 12.2, 13.1, 13.3, 14.1, 14.5, 15.2, 18.1, 22.2, 23.7, and 25.10.


all the names … correct: Following Chén Gǔyìng and Yán Língfēng in reading 君 as 名. This is a reference to the need to ‘correct’ names, a prominent topic in late Warring States political thought. The distinctive stance of this section is that the Way will settle the correct use of ‘names’ and ‘speech’.

Virtue is … earth: Alternatively, Virtue is what allows us to attain mastery of nature.

the ancients who nurtured … settled: The phrasing is similar to that of Dàodéjīng §37.

Connect with the One: Alternatively, ‘master’ the one or the unity.

The master said: The identity of the ‘master’ is unknown. Perhaps it is intended to refer to Zhuāng Zhōu. Perhaps it refers to an unspecified third- or second-century bce thinker and teacher. See too the similar passages at §§12.3 and 13.7. Along with §6.3 these form a distinctive group of rhapsodies describing the Way and its adherents.

Practicing it … heaven: To practice the Way by taking no action (wúwéi) is to join fully with heaven or nature.

assimilating … wholeness: Regarding everything as ‘the same’ in being parts of a vast whole, totality, or ‘great mass’ (dà 大). Compare §25.10b.

	70	the myriad things … same whole: Literally, the myriad things are one storehouse, life and death are the same form or body. The latter theme is prominent in §6.5.


The myriad things … them: Only the Way can settle the features of the myriad things.

	71	Yáo’s teacher … Reedcoat: For these figures, see §§1.2, 2.13, 6.8, 7.1, 22.3, and 24.11. This tacked-on prelude to the passage presents a fictional lineage tying together characters from other passages.


companion of heaven: The supreme sovereign of the realm.

imposes the human … heaven: He will deliberately impose his ‘human’ values and ends without attending to what arises by nature, without our intervention.

the father … groups: He might serve adequately as the leader of a portion of the people but could never succeed as the ruler of all.

	72	the Way prevails in the world: Society conforms to the Way.


three troubles: One interpretation is that these are the three problems Yáo associates with longevity, wealth, and many sons. Another is that they are illness, old age, and death.

without existence or name: The primal non-existence (wú 無) was an utter absence of anything, not something that could be pointed out and named.

the unity … unformed: From non-existence emerged an indeterminate, unformed totality, a single ‘one’ that was not anything in particular.

What things obtain … Virtue: The implication is that things obtain their Virtue—in effect, their life-force or their power to live as they do—from the unformed unity.

What is unformed … fate: ‘Fate’ here likely refers to the given conditions by which creatures live. As things emerge from the unity, they first acquire Virtue, and then certain conditions of life, and then, in the next line, physical form.

physical forms … nature: When a physical form preserves spirit within it, such that it has its own standards or norms of activity, it has an ‘inherent nature’ (xìng 性) or intrinsic dispositions.

	73	assimilating with the vast flow: Compare §6.9. The ‘vast flow’ here is dà shùn 大順; in §6.9 the ‘vast connecting flow’ is dà tōng 大通.


Separate … space: Following Wáng Shúmín. The quotation seems to allude to a point treated in the Mohist Dialectics, §B14. According to the Mohists, space and time are separable, not compresent, features, while the hardness and whiteness of a hard, white stone are compresent and cannot be separated. Some of the disputers attempted to argue to the contrary that hardness and whiteness could be treated as two separate objects rather than two compresent features of a single object.

	73	a petty functionary … mind: Compare this line and the next to §7.4.


Qiū: Confucius’s given name, indicating that the ‘master’ speaking to Lǎo Dān is Confucius. In using his given name rather than his ‘style’ name, Lǎo Dān is deliberately addressing Confucius disrespectfully or condescendingly. For other (fictional) dialogues between these figures, see §§13.5, 14.5, 14.6, 14.7, 21.4, and 22.5.

something they control: Compare §2.16.

What can be practiced … human: The translation is tentative. Lǎo Dān seems to allude to Confucius’s remark about how some people ‘practice’ or ‘manage’ (zhì 治, also ‘govern’) the Way. He says that what can be ‘practiced’ or ‘managed’ is not the Way of heaven or nature but only human affairs. On the relation between heaven and the human, see also §§3.3, 4.1d, 5.5b, 5.5c, 6.1, 6.6b, 7.1, 11.7, 12.5, 13.2, 13.4, 19.2b, 20.7, 23.2c, 23.9a, 23.10, 24.12b, 31.1e, 32.2, and 32.3b. On ‘forgetting’, see the notes to §19.4.

strive to be reverent … conform: Compare the advice criticized in §§7.2 and 7.4.

When a great sage governs the world: Compare the political views here with those in §7.4.

	74	put the world in order: That is, govern the world, bring it to good order.


	75	Zǐgòng returned … Confucius about it: Compare §6.6b. In §6.6b, Confucius acknowledges that the ‘odd’ friends align with heaven, while he is ‘punished’ by heaven. Here it is less clear whether Confucius acknowledges the gardener’s superiority or denigrates him. Section 12.11c may have been appended to §12.11b to recontextualize the significance of Zǐgòng’s encounter with the gardener.


He recognizes only the oneness … with the outward: Alternatively, we might interpret Confucius’s remark as a criticism of the gardener: ‘He knows the first thing but not the second and manages the inward while neglecting the outward’.

poured into … dry: For these phrases, see §2.11.

level-eyed people: Ordinary people.

	76	all the world are transformed: Alternatively, all the world obey.


sagely governance: Compare this passage to §7.2.

King Wǔ: First king of the Zhōu dynasty, here compared unfavourably to the earlier sage-king Shùn. Commentators suggest that the army is fighting to overthrow the tyrant Zhòu and establish the Zhōu dynasty.

the man of Yǒuyú: That is, the sage-king Shùn, who was from the House of Yǒuyú.

Was the world … he put it in order: ‘Order’ and ‘put in order’ are the same word, zhì 治, also interpretable as ‘govern’, ‘control’, or ‘manage’. Was the world already in good order before Shùn came along to ‘govern’ it?

A sage … father: The son should have nurtured the father’s health to prevent the illness in the first place. Although Shùn’s governance was superior to Wǔ’s, it was still less than ideal.

the age of ultimate Virtue: See too §§9.2 and 10.2a.

promote the worthy or employ the capable: Two widely promulgated policies introduced by the Mohists to promote effective government. Daoist texts such as Dàodéjīng §3 suggest that these policies disrupt society by inciting competition and ambition.

Those above … tree: The rulers are like the top branches in a tree, a natural part of an organism, not interfering with things below.

	77	They are upright … kindness: The people manifest conduct associated with various moral norms without being guided by or having any awareness of the norms themselves. People act directly from their inherent Virtue, which provides a capacity for responding appropriately to particular circumstances, without needing to guide their actions through explicit ethical teachings.


Even if I indicate … it: Alternatively, ‘even if I seek the right direction, I can’t find it’.

dragging their heels in confusion: Reading 垂 for 缶 and 踵 for 鍾.

	78	Yangists and Mohists: The Yangists and Mohists represent contrasting ethical stances that here are probably used as figureheads for a range of prevailing ethical doctrines. (Supposedly, Yangism is a stance that assigns priority to one’s own welfare, Mohism one that assigns priority to the welfare of all.) The specific targeting of Yangism and Mohism suggests a doctrinal affinity between this passage and §§8.1 and 10.1, the only other Zhuāngzǐ writings that treat ‘Yáng and Mò’ as a pair.


taking themselves … got it: Taking themselves to have attained the apt way of life.




Book 13: Heaven’s Way

	79	without interruption: Following Chéng Xuányīng in interpreting 積 as 滯.


Empty and still … Virtue: Compare §15.2.

filled, they are complete: Reading 實則備 for 實者倫. An alternative translation is ‘filled, they are well patterned’ or ‘well organized’.

	80	Understanding: Alternatively, ‘being clear about’ or even ‘radiating’.


joining in harmony with humanity … ‘joyful music of heaven’: The graph 樂 is used to write both the word ‘joy’ or ‘happiness’ (lè) and the word ‘music’ (yuè). Given the references to ‘harmony’ and to being ‘in tune’, here the text seems to be punning on this double meaning. The text can defensibly be interpreted as discussing ‘heavenly happiness’ and ‘human happiness’, but it is worth emphasizing that the happiness in question seems to be conceptualized as a joyful collective musical performance. (I thank Scott Cook for calling this point to my attention.)

	80	My master … skilled: These lines are quoted from §6.8. This passage is the only one in the Zhuāngzǐ that quotes another passage and attributes it to the figure Zhuāngzǐ. The ‘master’ is the Way.


their life is heaven proceeding … yáng: Identical phrasing appears in §15.2. The yīn and yáng are the two primal negative and positive ‘breaths’ or energies.

resentment from heaven … ghosts: Similar phrasing appears in §15.2.

The Virtue of emperors and kings … constant: §§13.3a–b present a distinctive political stance unlike that of, for example, §§7.2–7.4. Doctrinally, §13.3 forms a group with §11.7 and §12.1 in presenting syncretic views that affirm prevailing norms such as benevolence and righteousness while also emphasizing emptiness, stillness, and non-action. In these passages, non-action (wúwéi) is given a distinctive interpretation on which only the ruler practices non-action, while his ministers and administrators undertake action according to their roles and duties. Section 13.3 attempts to justify its normative stance by appeal to correlations with heaven and earth and emphasizes the importance of ‘forms and names’, two themes not found in Zhuāngzǐ material outside of these syncretic, ‘autocratic Laoist’ sections.

Virtue: Power or capacity for agency.

no one serves as subjects: There is no hierarchy of ruler and subjects.

	81	13.3b: This section appears to be a contribution to an early Hàn dynasty debate about political duties and priorities.


The basis lies with … subordinates: The ‘basis’ can also be interpreted as the ‘root’ (běn 本), the ‘particulars’ as the ‘tips’ or ‘fine branches’ (mò 末).

spirit-intelligence: Shénmíng 神明. Roughly, sentience and sapience or powers of agency and of cognition.

	82	the book says: It is unclear to what book the text refers.


There being forms, there are names: The discussion in this passage criticizes views that assign special prominence in government administration to checking ‘forms’ (actual achievements) against ‘names’ (job titles, assignments, laws). The topic of ‘forms and names’ became prominent in the late third century bce and appears in some ‘Legalist’ political texts.

fifth step … ninth step: These refer to steps in the sequence of priorities laid out in the preceding paragraph. ‘Forms and names’ is the fifth topic mentioned, ‘rewards and punishments’ the ninth.

	83	Such a person … employ the world: Such a person is unqualified to rule or to hold high office but is competent enough for a lower level office.


narrow, biased person: Literally, a ‘one-bend’ person. The wise or competent person attains proficiency in the length and breadth of the Way, not merely a single, partial ‘bend’ or ‘corner’ of things.

Ceremonies and standards … subordinates: The paragraph rejects approaches to governance—especially but not exclusively ‘Legalism’—that assign priority to the use of explicit guidelines and criteria.

13.5: For other fictional dialogues between Confucius and Lǎo Dān, see §§12.9, 14.5, 14.6, 14.7, 21.4, and 22.5.

	84	There’s danger … remark: Following the commentarial tradition. Another possible interpretation might be, ‘That’s about the last thing you should say’.


Leftover … limit: The translation of these two sentences is tentative.

deemed myself a horse: Compare §7.1.

	85	Your appearance … self-righteous: Compare Lǎozǐ’s evaluation of Shì’s character with his similar evaluation of Yáng Zǐjū in §27.6.


Your appearance … thief: Shì Chéngqǐ’s pretentious, forced demeanour and conduct render his character unreliable and invite mistrust. Were he removed to a plain, unassuming social context, others would instantly see him as a dishonest sham.

The master said: Compare the related passages at §§12.2 and 12.3.

in the largest matters … nothing out: Compare §22.2.

Discerning … profit: Compare §5.1.

genuine features of things: The qíng 情 of things, their genuine or characteristic features or the facts about them.

those who know … do not know: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §56.




Book 14: Heaven Revolves

	87	The shaman Xián: Possibly the same person as Jì Xián in §7.5.


Ultimate benevolence … no kinship: The ultimately benevolent person favours no one and so has no special kinship with anyone.

ultimate benevolence is unfilial: Since filial devotion (xiào 孝) was widely considered a fundamental value, it would be controversial to hold that perfected benevolence—another core value—clashes with filiality.

so far from it: Analogously, the issue of filiality is far from the issue of ultimate benevolence.

	88	to forget your parents … hard: ‘Forgetting’ refers to handling something so well that we need not self-consciously attend to it. To show devotion to parents by genuinely caring about them is easier than meeting their needs so automatically that we do not self-consciously notice we are doing so.


To make your parents … hard: Again, the smoother and more responsive our relation to our parents and the world, the more both sides ‘forget’ the other.

Virtue leaves behind … act: Someone who acts from inherent Virtue has no need to emulate the sage-kings and does not impose action (wéi 為) on things.

Its bounty … knowing: A nearly identical line appears in §6.1c. Compare too the description of the enlightened king in §7.4.

The ultimate music … myriad things: Scholars suggest the bracketed sentence is a piece of commentary accidentally copied into the text.

	89	The four seasons … unpredictable: This and the two further verses below are descriptions of different movements in the music.


resting … babbling: A similar phrase occurs in §5.5c.

	90	heavenly music: Alternatively, ‘heavenly joy’. The words for ‘music’ (yuè) and ‘joy’ or ‘happiness’ (lè) are written with the same graph, 樂.


Wordless, the mind delights in it: Reading 說 as 悅. Alternatively, ‘wordlessly, the mind explains it’.

the man of Yàn: Shén Nóng (the Divine Farmer), supposedly of the house of Yàn.

straw dogs … sacrifices: See Dàodéjīng §5. Straw dogs were sacrificial objects used in place of live animals. Before the sacrifice, they were handled with the greatest reverence; after it, they were discarded as rubbish.

If someone picked them up … their sleep: Once the straw dogs have been offered to the spirits and used to dispel bad influences, returning them to their boxes invites bad luck or disturbance from the spirits.

	91	So a tree was chopped down on him … troubled sleep: The text alludes to several well-known legends about troubles that Confucius encountered in his travels, which are mentioned again in §20.5. Huán Tuí, a general of Sòng whom Confucius had criticized, attempted to crush him and his disciples by felling a tree on them (Analects §7:23). In Wèy, Confucius’s party was surrounded by hostile troops who mistook him for a renegade named Yáng Hú (Analects §§9:5, 11:23; see too §17.3 below). When eventually released, he was warned never to return to Wèy. The specifics of the difficulties in Shāng and Zhōu are unknown. The most widely repeated story is of Confucius’s party travelling to Chǔ, crossing a border region by Chén and Cài, and becoming trapped for a week between the warring forces of Wú and Chǔ with an insufficient supply of food (Analects §§11.2, 15.2). This story is mentioned again in §§20.4, 20.5, 20.7, 28.15, 29.1c, and 31.1d.


Aren’t Zhōu and Lǔ … carriages: Confucius lives in the state of Lǔ today. He advocates an ethical and cultural tradition attributed to the ancient state of Zhōu.

responding to things without limit: Compare §2.4d.

it goes up and down without offending anyone: Its movements are wholly a response to those of others, and so no one blames it for imposing on them.

good order: Alternatively, good government. The methods of these rulers were different but all succeeded in achieving good order, presumably by conforming to their people in some way analogous to the movement of the well sweep.

Confucius … Lǎo Dān: For other dialogues between Confucius and Lǎo Dān, see §§12.9, 13.5, 14.6, 14.7, 21.4, and 22.5.

	92	regulations and figures: Explicit administrative techniques emphasizing standards and measurements.


yīn and yáng: The primal negative and positive ‘breaths’, forces, or processes in nature. He sought the Way in natural processes.

if there’s no host … practiced: If people are not already prepared to grasp and practice the Way, it cannot be passed on to them, as they will neither understand it nor carry it out. An implication is that the Way cannot be transmitted, as we each must grasp it for ourselves.

Names are public tools: ‘Names’ or ‘titles’ (míng 名) and ranks or roles are explicit, public ‘tools’ or ‘implements’ by which to signal or signpost the Way, but such guidance falls short of conveying the Way or ensuring its apt practice. One should not rely on ‘names’ or seek ‘titles’ excessively.

grass huts … permanently: Compare the remarks about the ‘tracks’ of the former kings in §14.7.

people punished by heaven: Compare §6.6b.

tools of rectification: The word for ‘rectify’ (zhèng 正) is a homonym for ‘govern’ (zhèng 政), so an alternative construal is ‘tools of governance’.

	93	those who rectify … themselves: Alternatively, those who govern must themselves be correct.


When the spring … lakes: Compare §§6.2b and 6.6b.

dragon-like appearance … depths: Compare §11.1.

	94	Killing robbers … killing: The later Mohist dialectical texts defend the claim that ‘killing robbers’ (executing bandits) is not ‘killing people’ (murder). Here and in other texts this paradoxical-sounding claim is taken as an example of a loss of ethical common sense or of taking dialectical distinctions too far.


People each … the world: The translation is tentative.

what have these come to: Tentatively reading 婦 as 歸.

characteristic features of their nature and fate: Compare §§8.1b, 8.2, 8.5, 11.1, and 24.1.

	95	how could the tracks be the steps: The deeds, records, and teachings of the sages are at most only the footprints or traces they left behind, not their Way or Virtue itself. This point complements the remark in §14.5 that the norms of benevolence and righteousness are mere ‘grass huts’ that the sages built to camp in for a night, not permanent dwellings.


each kind of creature … own way: An alternative interpretation is to take the word interpreted ‘kind’ (lèi 類) to refer to a kind of hermaphroditic creature: ‘the lèi is both male and female and so procreates by itself’.

Qiū: Lǎozǐ condescendingly uses Confucius’s given name.




Book 15: Forced Intentions

	96	induction: Dǎo yǐn 導引, a form of qìgōng 氣功 or internal yoga.


	97	tranquil … the Way and Virtue: Compare §13.1.


the sage’s life is heaven proceeding … yáng: Closely similar phrasing appears in §13.2b. The yīn and yáng are the two primal negative and positive ‘breaths’ or energies.

	97	no disasters from heaven … ghosts: Similar phrasing occurs in §13.2b.


sleep without dreaming … worrying: Compare §6.1b.

exhausted: Following Wáng Shúmín in omitting 勞勞則 on grounds of dittography.

symbolizes heaven’s Virtue: Alternatively, it is an image of heaven’s Virtue, a representation of how heaven acts.

vital spirit: Alternatively, the refined spirit or quintessential spirit.

Lord on High: The high deity.

	98	genuine person: Compare §§6.1f, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c. ‘Genuine person’ and ‘genuine human’ are both renderings of zhēn rén 真人.





Book 16: Mending Nature

	99	When knowledge arose … tranquillity: Although they developed understanding, they practiced non-action and did not apply clever or crafty knowledge to impose action on things. They used their understanding to maintain tranquillity.


One’s Virtue accommodating … propriety: These lines reinterpret the prevailing values of benevolence, righteousness, loyalty, music, and propriety in terms of features of the ancient followers of the Way.

one-sidedly: Reading 遍 as 偏, referring to a one-sided, imbalanced emphasis on the outward forms of ceremonial propriety and music. Alternatively, the line could be read, ‘when ceremonial propriety and music are performed everywhere’, referring to excessive practice of ritual and music. The parenthetical sentence may originally have been an ancient comment incorporated into the text.

if Virtue is exposed … nature: To aggressively manifest Virtue is to disrupt the inherent propensities of things.

constantly self-so: Compare Dàodéjīng §51. People practiced ‘non-action’ (wúwéi), such that everything was consistently ‘self-so’.

Suì Rén and Fú Xī: According to legend, Suì Rén (‘flint man’) discovered fire, while Fú Xī initiated fishing and domestication of animals.

Divine Farmer: Shén Nóng, the initiator of agriculture.

Táng and Yú: Referring to the sage-kings Yáo and Shùn by their clan names.

	100	relinquishing the inherent nature … mind: Instead of simply acting on their inherent nature and attaining unity, as people did before the decline of Virtue, Yáo and Shùn led people to follow the guidance of the mind and deliberately strive to do good and embody morally admirable conduct.


the world: Shì 世, ‘the age’ or ‘the era’; the social world today.

It is hidden … themselves: The remark in parentheses may be a bit of ancient commentary incorporated into the text.

hidden gentry: Hermits or recluses, in this case people of great Virtue who withdrew from rather than engaging with the world.

mandate: Mìng 命, also interpretable here as ‘fate’ or as ‘circumstances’.

preserve oneself: To protect and maintain one’s person or life.

preserved themselves: Reading 存 for 行.

clever disputation: Biàn 辯 here probably refers not simply to disputation but to showy displays of wit or cleverness.

small practices harm the Way: Compare §2.4b.

makes yourself upright: Alternatively, set yourself straight.

	101	Things that lodge temporarily: Reading 寄之 as 寄者.


the former … the latter: The former is the material success represented by the carriages and caps of wealth and rank. The latter is poverty and distress.




Book 17: Autumn Waters

	102	17.1: This dialogue has affinities with that in §25.10.


Lord of the River: The god or spirit of the river.

come to your gate: Come to your door to follow you as a student.

Great Approach: Also ‘Great Method’, ‘Great Direction’, or ‘Great Scope’. Compare §§20.2 and 25.10.

a frog in a well … lives: See §17.4.

narrow, biased scholar: A person who attends only to one ‘bend’ or ‘corner’ of the Way.

considered myself important: Alternatively, ‘made a big deal of myself’.

	103	myriad: In classical Chinese, the ‘myriad things’ or ‘ten thousand things’ is a phrase referring to everything there is. The phrasing here is similar to that in §25.10b.


level path: Life and death form an uninterrupted, level path.

The most minute … encompassed: Similar claims are mentioned again in §25.10d.

	104	What has no form … enumerated: The formless can’t be divided into countable units, while the infinitely large can’t be exhaustively counted off.


What speech can’t discuss … sizeable: The disputers of the age make substantive claims about the formlessly minute and the immeasurably large. Ruò responds that distinctions between small and large are useful or ‘expedient’ only in relation to the particular standpoint we occupy, not absolutely or in the abstract. The formlessly minute and immeasurably large are beyond the scope of speech and thought and are thus not properly specified or named as either ‘minute’ or ‘sizeable’.

17.1c: This paragraph appears to be a separate piece of writing interpolated into the dialogue between the Lord of the River and Ruò of the North Sea. For other passages referencing the ‘Great Person’, see §§11.6c, 22.1, 24.9, and 25.10a.

	104	no gain: Alternatively, reading 德 for 得, ‘ultimate Virtue is not virtuous’ (it makes no display of Virtue).


no reputation … no self: Compare §1.1c.

Whether external … to them: Whether the basis for the distinction is intrinsic to things or extrinsic to them.

	105	take what’s right as your master … disorder: Alternatively, ‘why not guide yourself by what’s right, avoiding what’s wrong, and guide yourself by order, avoiding disorder’.


	106	cycling back and forth: What is valued in one situation may become disvalued in another and vice versa.


Don’t constrain your intent: Don’t fixate on any one value or end.

one replacing the other in turn: As circumstances change, what is less may become more, while what is more may become less.

The myriad things evened out in oneness: This line and §27.1 may reflect the inspiration for the title of book 2.

	107	What to do … of themselves: No fixed guidance can be given about what to do or not do. We must shift and transform along with circumstances, which will ‘transform’ or ‘develop’ regardless of what we do.


contextual discretion: Literally, ‘weighing’ (quán 權), or how to evaluate the importance of different factors in order to make practical judgements in particular contexts. Among other uses, in early Chinese ethics, quán is a technical term for practical judgements in which, because of contextual factors, what is normally right may be judged wrong or what is normally wrong may be judged right. To take a well-known example from Mencius (4A:17), although normally it was unacceptable for a man to touch a woman who was not his wife, if his ṣister-in-law were drowning, then by quán, he should grab her in order to pull her out of the water. The phrasing of being adept in (dá 達) the ‘patterns’ (lǐ 理), or attaining or mastering them, resembles that in §18.5.

burnt by fire … animals: Compare §§2.13b, 6.1b, and 19.2.

heaven is internal … heaven: The workings of heaven or nature are within us; human affairs concern our outward relations and conduct; Virtue derives from the self-so workings of nature within.

what works: Alternatively, reading 德 for 得, ‘position yourself in Virtue’.

What is heaven? What is the human: The theme of heaven versus the human is treated in many Zhuāngzǐ passages. For a sample, see §§3.3, 4.1d, 5.5b, 5.5c, 6.1, 6.6b, 11.7, 12.5, 12.9, 13.2, 13.4, 19.2b, 20.7, 23.2c, 23.9a, 23.10, 24.12b, 31.1e, 32.2, and 32.3b.

sacrifice … for gain: Alternatively, do not seek fame for gain or, reading 德 for 得, do not use Virtue to seek fame.

returning to the genuine: On ‘the genuine’, compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c.

the wind admires … the mind: The story that follows may be incomplete, as it omits the eye and the mind.

	108	surrounded him several ranks deep: See the notes to §14.4. The incident alluded to here is traditionally thought to have occurred in Wèy, not Sòng. See too §§20.4, 20.5, 20.7, 28.15, 29.1c, and 31.1d.


strumming and singing without stopping: The ritualized performance of music was a regular part of Ruist ethical practice. Although he was in physical danger, Confucius continued playing music.

Gōngsūn Lóng: A renowned disputer, purported author of the Gōngsūn Lóngzǐ, much of which is likely to be a forgery from the Six Dynasties period (3rd to 6th centuries ce). He is associated with the paradoxical thesis that white horses are not horses, the subject of the possibly genuine pre-Qín text ‘White Horse Discourse’.

	109	hard and white: Among the topics about which the dialecticians disputed was whether the hardness and whiteness of a white stone could be ‘separated’, or treated as two conjoined objects. Mohist dialecticians held that such features are ‘mutually pervasive’, or completely coinciding, and so although in a sense they are ‘two’, they cannot be separated, unlike a pair of shoes.


deemed so … not-allowable: He used his skills in disputation to reverse prevailing assumptions or norms about how to distinguish what is so or not-so, allowable or not-allowable.

Yellow Springs: The underworld, where the souls of the dead reside.

	110	out of work: He will become so confused as to lose his skills at disputation and his vocation as a government advisor.


This tortoise … mud: Compare §§19.6 and 32.5.




Book 18: Ultimate Happiness

	112	Zǐxū … a good name for himself either: Wǔ Zǐxū was a minister who repeatedly warned King Fū Chāi of Wǔ about the risk of attack from Yuè until forced to commit suicide in 484 bce for purported disloyalty. After his death, Yuè indeed attacked and conquered Wǔ.


	113	‘right’ and ‘wrong’: Shì and fēi, also ‘this’ and ‘not’.


no action is left undone: Compare Dàodéjīng §§37 and 48. For other passages relevant to ‘non-action’, or wúwéi, see §§6.3, 10.2b, 11.1, 11.5, 11.7, 12.1, 12.2, 12.11, 13.1, 13.3, 14.5, 15.2, 16.1, 21.4, 22.1, 22.2, 23.7, and 25.10.

incompetent concerning fate: Alternatively, ‘I concluded I was failing to comprehend fate’.

willow: The word liú 柳, ‘willow’, may be a loan for liú 瘤, ‘tumour’.

	114	disgracing … children: That is, he ended his own life out of shame.


joys of death: Reading 說 as 悅, on the grounds that the skull goes on to compare death to the pleasure or happiness of being a king. An alternate translation would be, ‘Do you want to hear an account of death?’

	114	heaven and earth … autumn: They live in an eternal present, experiencing no change in seasons.


Huí travelling east to Qí: ‘Huí’ is the familiar name of Yán Yuān, Confucius’s favourite disciple.

	115	someone … they die: Commentators disagree about who it is that dies. Syntactically, the line appears to say that when people are confused, they die. Some scholars have found this claim so odd that they interpret the line as, roughly, ‘Failing to find these things within himself, the marquis will begin to doubt, and when the ruler you’re advising doubts you, you risk death’. But if Yán Huí’s treatment of the marquis of Qí parallels that of the marquis of Lǔ’s treatment of the sea bird, then the text may indeed be suggesting that the marquis of Qí could become so perplexed that his health could decline.


sea bird … Lǔ: Lǔ was an inland state in which the appearance of a sea bird was unusual and considered auspicious. A shorter, alternate version of this story appears in §19.13.

or their affairs as the same: Alternatively, ‘or assign them the same tasks’.

Names stop … fits: Names or titles (míng 名) must yield to the facts, the actual features of particular situations; one’s duty or what it is appropriate to do (yì 義) in some context is determined by what ‘fits’ or ‘suits’ the context. ‘Names/titles’ are normally associated with specific ‘duties/norms’. The typical ‘duties’ associated with ‘names’ such as ‘host’ or ‘guest’ are inappropriate when one’s guest is a sea bird, not a human.

adept in the patterns … welfare: This description of successful action resembles that in §17.1f, as both use the verb dá 達 (attain, master, be adept or proficient) and the object ‘pattern’, expressed using the near-synonyms tiáo 條 here and lǐ 理 in §17.1f. ‘Adept in the patterns’ could also be interpreted as ‘attaining’ or ‘reaching’ the patterns.

18.7: The translation of this entire paragraph is conjectural and tentative. A longer, more complete version of this text is preserved in book 1 of the later collection Lièzǐ. It is unclear whether the Lièzǐ version preserves the original and the Zhuāngzǐ version has been mutilated or the Lièzǐ presents an expanded, ‘improved’ version.




Book 19: Mastering Life

	117	The ultimate person … trembling: Compare §§2.13b, 6.1b, and 17.1e.


	118	form and appearance: Following Chén Gǔyìng in inserting 形 before 色.


Someone out for revenge … sword: The avenger blames the enemy, not the sword.

peace and calm: Neither the sword nor the tile deliberately undertook action, and so they incurred no resentment.

what is genuine for them: Compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c.

catching cicadas … fingers: The cicadas are to be roasted and eaten. The hunchback’s method, still practiced in some parts of China, is to put a sticky substance or membrane on the end of a pole and lightly touch it against the cicada’s wings, so that they adhere to it.

Do you have … Way: Is there a special method or trick to doing this?

	119	like a spirit: Preternaturally adept action is often compared to the activity of spirits or ghosts. See §§19.9 and 19.10.


they forget the water: Many Zhuāngzǐ writings associate ‘forgetting’ with adept action. On forgetting in this positive sense, see §§2.15b, 4.2b, 6.2b, 6.6a, 6.6b, 6.9, 12.9, 12.11a, 14.2, 14.6a, 19.1, 19.4, 19.10, 19.12, 21.3, 23.10, and 26.13. For references to ‘forgetting’ in a negative sense, compare §§3.5, 5.5a, and 20.8.

Anyone who puts weight … internal: The ‘external’ versus ‘internal’ contrast is open to a range of interpretations, including what is ‘outside’ the agent versus the agent’s inward psychological state, what is extraneous (the prizes) versus what is directly relevant (one’s performance), and what is ‘external’ to the agent versus what the agent is doing.

Nurturing life … along: For a very different approach to ‘nurturing life’, see §3.2.

join together … advantage: A verbose way of saying he didn’t form social relations with others.

	120	lying in bed … drinking: Excessive indulgence in sex, food, and alcohol.


What’s the difference … pigs: When choosing on the pigs’ behalf, the priest would not exchange a longer but simpler life for a short life of honoured treatment followed by an elaborate funeral. Choosing on his own behalf, he would. Compare §17.5. Consider too how §19.6 takes up the perspective of the pigs, unlike §3.2, which ignores the perspective of the ox.

Father Zhòng … see: Guǎn Zhòng was a trusted minister to Duke Huán of Qǐ (reigned 685–643 bce), who addresses him as ‘father’.

	121	In ditches … snakewinders: The names of the various sprites and creatures are freely adapted from the Chinese names, most of which are obscure. ‘Snakewinders’ is the wēi yí, in later mythology said to have a snake’s body and two human heads.


overlord of the other states: The historical Duke Huán indeed became overlord, with the support of Guǎn Zhòng.

his hair … shoulders: When properly dressed and groomed, one’s hair would be tied in a bun under a cap at the top of the head.

	122	I took you to be a ghost: On spirits and ghosts, compare §§19.4 and 19.10.


without doing anything on my own: Alternatively, ‘without imposing anything of my own on it’.

nature: The text associates our nature with what we feel at ease or at home with and implies that our inherent nature (xìng 性) can develop and change over time. (Some thinkers, such as Xúnzǐ, hold that our nature is fixed and unchanging.) The swimmer suggests that as he grew up by the water, swimming regularly, swimming became part of his nature.

	122	fate: Fate (mìng 命) here refers to brute, given features or abilities that are ‘self-so’ (zìrán 自然), as if mandated (also mìng 命) by heaven or nature. The text implies that a signal characteristic of such features or abilities is that they are simply given, such that we can act by them without reflexive, self-conscious awareness of how we do so.


fast to still my mind: ‘Fasting’ here refers to the practice of austerities, including eating a simple, plain diet free of alcohol, meat, and strong flavours. It does not refer to abstaining from all food. (Qìng would not have much energy left for woodworking after seven days without food.)

match heaven with heaven: He aligns his refined, concentrated heaven- or nature-given abilities with the heaven- or nature-given features of the wood.

the work of spirits: Since ghosts and spirits are wholly aligned with heaven or nature, their actions perfectly ‘match heaven with heaven’. Insofar as Qìng’s work succeeds in matching ‘heaven with heaven’, the results will seem the work of spirits.

Yán Hé: This figure also appears in §§4.3 and 28.8.

	123	soul platform: His torso or chest, where the vital spirit lodges. See §23.2c.


forget all about fit: On ‘forgetting’, see the note to §19.4.

He forgets his liver … no work: Compare §6.6b.

acting without expecting … controlling: Quoting from Dàodéjīng §§2, 10, 51, and 77.

embellish … in your hands: Compare §20.4.

	124	Once there was a bird … normally: The translation of the last clause is uncertain. These lines are an abbreviated version of the story in §18.5.





Book 20: The Mountain Tree

	125	live out its natural … worthless: Compare §§1.6 and 4.4b, along with the other treatments of ‘use’ and ‘uselessness’ in §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, 4.5, 4.6, 4.8, 8.1, 20.1, 22.9, 26.7, and 32.5.


now a dragon, now a snake: The dragon soars through the sky, the snake slithers along the ground.

thinging things … things: An expression of a distinctively Zhuangist conception of agency and identity. Make or let things be things without allowing other things to use or treat you as any fixed, determinate thing. For similar uses of ‘thing’, see §§11.6b and 22.6.

make your home … the Way and Virtue: Alternatively, ‘dwell only in the land of the Way and Virtue’. Some commentators suggest reading 鄉 as 向, in which case the line can be interpreted as ‘head only in the direction of the Way and Virtue’.

Yíliáo Marketsouth: For this figure, see too §§24.9 and 25.5. His surname indicates that his home is ‘south of the market’.

	126	Great Direction: Alternatively, they follow the ‘Great Method’ or tread along the ‘Great Approach’. See too §§17.1a, 24.13, and 25.10d.


Have no concern … boat and carriage: Following Lǐ Miǎn. This line is the first indication that the journey is allegorical. Master Marketsouth is urging the lord not to travel to South Yuè but to attain a state of mind exemplified by the mythical people he describes.

	127	a platform … bells: Some commentators suggest the platform is a sacrificial altar, others that it is a platform for the work of casting the bells. The bells—known as biānzhōng—would have formed a set of different sizes, hung in two tiers.


return to unhewn simplicity: A quotation from Dàodéjīng 28.

Confucius was surrounded … food: The same incident is referenced in §§14.4, 20.5, 20.7, 28.15, 29.1, and 31.1d. Crossing a border region by Chén and Cài, Confucius’s party were trapped for a week between the warring forces of Wú and Chǔ. See too §17.3.

	128	embellish … in your hands: Compare §19.13.


Those who boast … have no achievement: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §24.

Who can dispense … people: A similar line appears in book 38 of the Guǎnzǐ, ‘Exposing the Mind’.

Virtue proceeds … fame: Reading 德 for 得. Throughout the passage, ‘fame’ can also be interpreted as ‘reputation’ or ‘name’.

Zǐsānghū: Although his name is written slightly differently here, this is likely the same person as the deceased friend in §6.6a.

banished … Cài: Compare the list of Confucius’s troubles in §14.4.

	129	poverty, not distress: Compare the story of Yuán Xiàn in §28.11.


nanmu … camphor: All tall, large trees with thick, widely spaced branches.

mulberry … goji trees: All small trees or bushes with thin, tightly spaced branches and in some cases thorns.

Bǐ Gān getting his heart cut out: Bǐ Gān was a virtuous minister who tried to reform the tyrant Zhòu and as a result had his heart ripped out. See §§4.1a, 10.1b, 26.1a, 29.1c, and 29.2c.

	130	Confucius … food: See the notes to §20.4.


who is it: Compare the question that concludes §2.1.

If merely … heaven: ‘Minister’ here can also be interpreted more broadly as ‘servant’. Confucius’s stance is that we are all ‘servants’ or ‘ministers’ of heaven. As ministers, we would never desert our sovereign. Accordingly, we must be ‘loyal’ to heaven and so accept the fate it bestows on us with equanimity, thus being ‘unaffected by losses from heaven’. Compare §6.5b.

I dub them … external: The verb mìng 命 here seems best interpreted as ‘to dub’ or ‘to name’. Alternatively, interpreting mìng as ‘fate’, we can take the point to be that the advantages that come with things like rank and salary are matters of fate that are ‘external’ to us. A number of Zhuāngzǐ passages propose that what is ‘external’ or ‘outside’ us is of strictly secondary importance and so should not affect our inward harmony or equilibrium. Compare, for example, §§13.7, 21.4, and 21.10a.

	130	makes its home there: Literally, it ‘preserves its altars to the gods of soil and grain there’. The ‘altars of soil and grain’ is a metonymical expression for one’s city or homeland.


	131	That humanity is unable … nature: The limitations of our inherent nature leave us unable to control or possess the Way or capacities of heaven.


Sages … end: Alternatively, ‘the sage peacefully lets their body pass away and so reaches their end’.

eyes an inch across: The ancient Chinese ‘inch’ was longer than the contemporary English unit.

forgotten about its safety: Literally, ‘forgot itself’.

forgetting what it genuinely was: In its eagerness to catch the mantis, the magpie ‘forgot’ how to fly properly and look where it was going, let alone its vulnerability to Zhōu’s crossbow. So it ‘forgot’ its ‘genuineness’ or ‘what it genuinely was’, as it neglected its actual place in the world and the matters it should attend to in order to live well. On ‘genuineness’, compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 21.1, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c.

scolding him: The warden assumes Zhuāngzǐ has been either stealing chestnuts or poaching animals. Just as in attending to their prey, the magpie and mantis forgot their safety and became prey themselves, so too did Zhuāngzǐ become the warden’s ‘prey’.

unhappy for three days: Following Wáng Niànsūn in reading 三日 instead of 三月 and 逞 for 廷.

physical form: Such as the magpie and the benefits of catching it.

turbid water: Perhaps representing the ‘turbid’ quest for gain or advantage, exemplified by the mantis and magpie.

I’ve heard you say … follows its customs: This remark could refer to his failing to follow the rules in the preserve, or it might be an observation that he was drawn into the ‘custom’ of incautiously seeking gain and forgetting about one’s own security. ‘I’ve heard you say’ could be interpreted ‘I’ve heard the master (fūzǐ) say’, but Zhuāngzǐ has no known master and in similar conversations is regularly depicted addressing peers as fūzǐ 夫子, a polite form of second-person address.

Yángzǐ: Possibly the same person as Yáng Zhū. See §§7.4 and 27.6.




Book 21: Tián Zǐfāng

	132	he is genuine: He adheres to what we as human persons really are. Compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c.


How far … Virtue: How far from mundane affairs and learning.

crude clay figurines: Crude figurines or dolls that are only rough depictions and will melt in the rain.

the gentlemen … minds: ‘Minds’ can also be interpreted as ‘hearts’. Wēnbó is probably from the south, perhaps from Chǔ, and is travelling through the ‘central’ states, including Lǔ, to reach Qí, in the northeast. Lǔ was Confucius’s home state and had a reputation for an ethical culture emphasizing elaborate norms of ceremonial propriety and role-related duties.

	133	Confucius saw him … nothing: This section concludes with a coda presenting an evaluation from Confucius that is superfluous to the anecdote that forms the core of the section. Similar codas are appended to §§21.8 and 21.10. These codas seem to function as editorial commentaries on the preceding passage.


wherever he casts … present: Commentators propose two plausible readings of this sentence. The first, adopted here, is that merely by looking at a person, Wēnbó communicates the Way to them, much as in §21.1 Shùnzǐ enlightens people simply by straightening his countenance. On this interpretation, it is Wēnbó who ‘casts his eyes’ and uses them to enlighten others. The second interpretation is that as soon as Confucius laid eyes on Wēnbó, he could perceive the Way present in him. On this alternative, it is Confucius who looks at Wēnbó and sees the Way in him.

Yán Yuān asked … after you: Compare Analects §9.11.

all-embracing without taking sides: A reference to Analects §2:14.

Once we receive … end: Similar phrasing occurs in §2.2d.

day and night without gaps: Similar phrasing occurs in §5.4b.

we know … spied out in advance: Similar phrasing occurs in §5.4b.

	134	forget me completely: Recall the implication, in §6.6, that people live together well when they ‘forget each other’.


Confucius said … something … doesn’t forget: The translation of Confucius’s remarks in this section is highly tentative.

Confucius … Lǎo Dān: For other dialogues between Confucius and Lǎo Dān, see §§12.9, 13.5, 14.5, 14.6, 14.7, and 22.5.

stood alone in solitude: Compare this description of Lǎo Dān’s ‘aloneness’ or ‘solitude’ with the similar descriptions in §§5.5b, 6.4, 11.6b, and 29.2c.

beginning of things: Compare §12.8. As Lǎo’s explanation indicates, the ‘beginning’ here is not a temporal starting point but an origin or a ground of things.

solemn and frigid … earth: This line reverses the usual association of the bright or positive yāng force with heaven and the dark or negative yīn force with earth.

Something … form: Compare §2.2b.

the ancestral source of it all: For other references to the ‘ancestral source’, see §§7.5, 13.2a, 13.3a, 20.1, 22.5, and 33.1.

	135	the myriad things are one: Compare the remarks on the myriad things being one in §22.1 and looking at them as one in §5.1. Compare too the notion of ‘vastness’ or a ‘great whole’ in passages such as §§12.2 and 25.10b.


	135	Value lies in oneself … change: A number of Zhuāngzǐ passages propose that what is genuinely ‘in oneself’ is not subject to change and so should not affect our inward equilibrium. Compare, for example, §§13.7, 20.7, and 21.10a.


released from all this: They understand all this and so have resolved or are free from concerns about it. Compare the use of ‘release’ at §§3.5 and 6.5a.

still you provisionally borrow … mind: In response to Confucius’s questions, Lǎo Dān offered loose, ad hoc descriptions to help Confucius’s understanding. Confucius takes these to be ‘ultimate words’ for guidance in ‘cultivating the mind’, although Lǎo Dān then rejects the suggestion that any such cultivation is needed.

just how its capacities are, in themselves: Compare the use of ‘capacities’ in §5.4b. An alternative translation here would be ‘just how the stuff is, i n itself’.

others can’t help being drawn to him: Literally, ‘things cannot part from him’. Compare the similar phrasing in the last line of §5.4b.

The fluidity of water … What is there to cultivate: Just as the clarity or fluidity of water follows self-so (zì rán), without action (wú wéi), from its inherent ‘stuff ’ or capacities (cái 才), the sage’s Virtue influences others without his deliberately attempting to do so.

Zhuāngzǐ saw Duke Āi of Lǔ: This anecdote illustrates the fictional nature of many or most Zhuāngzǐ conversations, as the historical Duke Āi (r. 495–467 bce) died well over a century before the reported lifetime of Zhuāngzǐ (fl. 319 bce).

Ruists: Rú 儒 (‘Erudites’), the tradition of classical scholars and ritual specialists with which Confucius and his followers identified.

	136	Bǎilǐ Xī: A prime minister of the state of Qín during the seventh century bce who was a herdsman before his qualifications were recognized.


the man of Yǒuyú: The sage-king Shùn.

held onto his fishing rod … activity: The man didn’t deliberately try to fish but fished as if it were a constant, automatic feature of his activity, like breathing or walking.

	137	pursue individual merit: An alternative interpretation is that they did not disperse private, biased favours, thus seeking to build their own power base.


the various lords were not of two minds: They were fully trusting and honest in commerce, as everyone knew the measures used in buying and selling goods were trustworthy.

Liè Yùkòu … Uncle Dark Nobody: Lièzǐ appears in §§7.5, 18.6, 19.2a, 21.9, 28.9, and 32.1. For Uncle Dark Nobody, see §§5.2 and 32.1.

	138	It’ll be hard … now: Reading 中 as zhòng. An alternative interpretation is to read it as zhōng: ‘you are in danger within’ (your inward health or well-being is endangered).


Jiān Wú asked Sūnshú Áo: Jiān Wú has appeared in §§1.3, 6.3b, and 7.2. Sūnshú Áo appears again in §24.9.

gain and loss are not my self: Compare §§13.7, 20.7, and 21.4. ‘Gain and loss’ can also be interpreted as ‘success and failure’.

I wonder … it’s not in the position: If the honour of high rank lies in holding the rank, then even when Sūnshú held the post of prime minister, the honour was not really his. If the honour lies in his person, then it can’t be lost by dismissing him from the position. Sūnshú’s view is that if something of value is genuinely part of us, it cannot be lost, whereas if it is not part of us, we never possessed it to begin with. In the Chinese text, the passage is phrased using only pronouns: ‘I wonder, did it lie in that or in me? If it lies in that, it’s not in me; if it lies in me, it’s not in that’.

Life and death … no change to him: Compare the similar description of Wáng Tái in §5.1.




Book 22: Knowledge Wandered North

	139	Those who know do not speak … know: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §56. See too §13.8a above.


an unspoken teaching: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §§2 and 43. See too §§2.11, 5.1, and 24.9.

The Way cannot be communicated … come: Reading this line in light of Dàodéjīng §14, as stating that the Way cannot be ‘presented’ in the sense of giving it as an answer to questions, nor can Virtue be made to ‘arrive’.

Only when the Way is lost … disorder: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §38, with minor changes in the last line.

	140	In practicing the Way … undone: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §48.


return to the root: An allusion to Dàodéjīng §16.

the myriad things are one: Compare the remarks on the myriad things being one in §21.4 and on looking at them as one in §5.1.

knowledgeable about speech: He understood well how to speak of things, although doing so ‘isn’t even close’ to the perfect practice of the Way displayed by Nonacting Notalk, who has ‘forgotten’ speech and so, unlike Wildly Bent, has no comment on the Yellow Emperor’s account. Being ‘knowledgeable about’ or ‘understanding’ ‘speech’ or ‘statements’ (zhī yán 知言) is valued in Analects §20.3 and Mèngzǐ §2A:1 as crucial to understanding people’s character and the sorts of errors behind mistaken or inappropriate things they say.

observe heaven and earth: Rather than initiating action, they take their cues from the world around them, emulating heaven and earth.

Now as they with their ultimately … times over: Commentators diverge in their interpretations of the referents of ‘they’ and ‘them’ (two instances of bǐ 彼) in this context. I take ‘they’ to refer to the ultimate person and the greatest sage and ‘them’ to refer to heaven and earth.

	141	since antiquity … present: Compare §6.3a.


	141	The six directions … take form: Compare §13.7. The antecedent of ‘it’ here is probably the ‘root’, which is mentioned again in the last line of the passage.


Gaptooth asked … the Way: For these characters, see §§7.1 and 12.5.

spirits will come to lodge: Compare §4.1d.

Virtue will make you beautiful: Compare this claim with the stories in book 5 about people who possess inward Virtue despite having a misshapen or ugly outward form.

a harmony entrusted by heaven and earth: Life is the product of various forms of ‘vital breath’ or energy harmonizing with each other.

	142	Confucius … Lǎo Dān: For other dialogues between Confucius and Lǎo Dān, see §§12.9, 13.5, 14.5, 14.6, 14.7, and 21.4.


Heaven cannot but … just this the Way: Alternatively, ‘Without it, heaven would not be high, earth would not be broad, the sun and moon would not proceed, and the myriad things would not flourish—isn’t just this the Way?’

broad learning … wisdom: See Dàodéjīng §81.

like a mountain: Following Mǎ Xùlún in inserting 若山 to parallel the previous line.

isn’t it external to this: Isn’t Confucius’s Way of the gentleman extraneous or ‘outside’ of this more profound Way of nature? This remark seems to be a comment incorporated into the text.

neither yīn nor yáng: Life is neither yīn nor yáng but arises from their intermixing.

	143	Fruits and melons … patterns: One interpretation is that fruits and melons are easily distinguished by whether they grow on a tree or a vine. Human relations are like them in having patterns but unlike them in difficulty and complexity. Alternatively, the ‘patterns’ may be an allusion to the grading of different fruits and melons as sacrificial offerings. The Hánfēizǐ (book 33) quotes Confucius explaining that there are six types of fruits and melons, of which the peach has the lowest rank. The point would be that like fruits and melons, human relations are organized by different ranks and statuses.


bow case … scabbard: Death is a matter of freeing us from constraints, such as a case constrains a bow and a scabbard a sword.

	144	the lower you press … how fat they are: The hog grows fat higher on the body first, so if we find it is fat lower on the body, then it is fat everywhere. Since the Way is present in the lowest things, it is present everywhere.


words of the largest scope … same: Like the Way, these universal quantifiers cover everything.

What things things … and things: Compare the references to what things things at §§11.6b and 20.1.

growth: Following Wáng Shúmín.

Yǎn Gāng … came to mourn: Following Lǐ Miǎn.

even someone who hasn’t … when he dies: Some commentators suggest the implication is that Old Dragon Lucky did not attain more than a tiny part of the Way.

	145	Not knowing it is internal … external: ‘Internal’ refers to what is within its scope, is directly relevant, or reflects the crux of it. ‘External’ refers to what is outside it, peripheral or irrelevant, or misses the crux of it. So this sentence can also be interpreted roughly as ‘not knowing it gets to the core of the matter; knowing it misses the point’.


looked up: Reading 仰 for 中.

what forms forms has no form: Compare the remark about ‘what things things’ in §22.6.

The Way fits no name: Compare the discussion of the name ‘the Way’ in §25.10.

The Way admits of no questions: No questions are informative about the Way or get to the crux of it.

is for questioning to reach its limit: Some commentators construe 窮 as 空, yielding the alternative interpretation ‘this is empty questioning’.

looked at him without seeing … hold of anything: Similar phrasing appears in Dàodéjīng §14.

	146	non-existence of non-existence: Reading 無無 for 無有, to cohere with the preceding sentence.


depends on not using … the use: Compare other treatments of ‘use’ in, for example, §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6, along with §§4.4b, 4.5, 4.6, 4.8, 8.1, 20.1, 26.7, and 32.5.

who has nothing they don’t use: By implication, those who have nothing they don’t use would thereby also not use or attend to anything. As Chéng Xuányīng remarks, they would neither use nor not use anything.

how much more … offer sustenance to them: An alternative interpretation of these lines construes them to refer to the Way of nature: ‘how much more does this hold for that which has nothing it doesn’t use [that is, the Way]? What thing would not draw sustenance from it?’

For there to be descendants … possible: That is, is it possible to have one generation of descendants without having previous generations of descendants? Confucius implies that the causal chain of one generation giving birth to another stretches back indefinitely far, without any determinate beginning.

Is something that arises … thing: Compare Dàodéjīng §25.

What things things … thing: Compare §§11.6b, 20.1, and 22.6.

there are things they come from: Reading 猶 as 由.

the sage’s care for others … this: The sage cares about all people, including those living now but also their ancestors and descendants. Compare §25.2.

Neither welcome things … off: Compare the similar lines in §§6.4 and 7.6.

	147	The people of antiquity … not outwardly: The people of old adapted to changes in their circumstances while maintaining inward stillness or equilibrium. People today fail to adapt to changing circumstances and lose their inward equilibrium.


	147	Those who transform … does not transform: The same phrasing appears in §25.3. An alternative translation: ‘Those who transform along with things maintain a unity that does not transform’.


Mr Xǐwéi’s park … halls: The dwellings of these legendary rulers become increasingly narrow and confined as we move from the early, mythological Xǐwéi and Yellow Emperor to the legendary Yǒuyú to the historical figures Tāng and Wǔ.

What ordinary knowing … indeed: Following Wáng Shúmín.




Book 23: Gēngsāng Chǔ

	151	the prospect of facing south … leader: The text reads, ‘facing south, he felt uneasy’. ‘Facing south’ is a metonymic expression for holding political authority, as the ruler’s throne was always oriented to face south. The implication is likely that the idea of the community taking him as their leader made Gēngsāngzǐ uneasy.


	152	people who eat one another: Compare §24.11. Rampant cannibalism epitomizes the complete breakdown of the natural human social order, which supposedly follows from the meddling of leaders seeking to ‘improve’ the world. Compare the thought of this passage with that of book 10 and with Dàodéjīng §§3 and 19.


	153	such a crowd of people: Nánróng Chú has brought with him a ‘crowd’ of worries and anxieties.


	154	isn’t wholly sick: See Dàodéjīng §71, ‘Only by taking sickness to be sickness can one not be sick’.


embrace the One … it: A variant of Dàodéjīng §10.

Can you be a child … harmony: A variant of phrasing in Dàodéjīng §§10 and 55. Infants are ‘the ultimate in harmony’ because of how they unify their powers when they cry.

Its body is like … dead ashes: For the tropes of the withered tree and dead ashes, see §§2.1, 19.3, 21.4, 22.3, and 24.8.

23.2: §23.2 amounts to a literary ragbag, a notebook containing a collection of discrete scraps of writing.

When empty space … emitted: Commentators suggest this line converges with the reference to an ‘empty room’ in §4.1d in referring to a radiance — whether metaphorical or actual—that shines forth when one attains inward stillness.

	155	Knowing to stop … ultimate: Compare §2.11.


equality of heaven: See §§2.6c and 27.1.

It’s not enough … soul platform: Similar phrasing occurs in §5.4b. Various misfortunes aren’t enough to disrupt one’s inward harmony or integrity and can’t be permitted to ‘intrude’ or ‘penetrate’ into the chest or torso, where the vital spirit rests. See too §19.12.

	156	23.3: Like §23.2, this section appears to be a collection of brief notes. Section 23.3a seems either a comment on or rough draft of §2.6b.


Their division is formation: Following Chén Gǔyìng and others in inserting 成也 after 其分也.

The Way … damage: Compare §2.6b.

What’s detestable … complete: These sentences are obscure and the translation is tentative. The word ‘complete’ here is bèi 備, expressing a different notion from chéng 成 (‘formation’, ‘completion’).

So [if a person’s spirit] emerges … formless: The passage is obscure and the translation is tentative.

What is substantial … time: More accurately, instead of ‘the cosmos’ and ‘time’ here, we can interpret yú 宇 as ‘the spatial aspect of the cosmos’ and zhòu 宙 as ‘the temporal aspect of the cosmos’.

The people of antiquity … limit: Compare the similar passage at §2.7a.

they … drew a distinction: The first group of ancients drew no distinctions at all, as they did not recognize the existence of discrete ‘things’. The second group distinguished life from death and so already drew distinctions and recognized at least two ‘things’.

take non-existence as the head … friends with them: These lines are largely quoted from §6.5a.

	157	To have life … ‘this’: My interpretation of these obscure phrases is based on that of Wáng Shúmín.


We try to explain … can’t be known: §2.6b introduced the idea of adjusting what we consider ‘this’ or ‘right’ in response to the particular context and contrasted such ‘responsive’ ‘this’ with insistently deeming that something is ‘this’ or ‘right’. Here §23.5 introduces a further, related concept, a ‘this’ that continually shifts its referent. Because ‘shifting “this”’ may denote something different with each utterance, we cannot explain its use in a way that would allow listeners to follow some formula for identifying what is ‘this’ from utterance to utterance.

what we mention … ‘this’: We deem the sacrificial animal or the house ‘this’, but just what is referred to by ‘this’ continually shifts with context, as in the first example ‘this’ could be the tripe or the hooves, while in the second it could be chambers or the toilet.

Let me try to explain … the same: The text of this passage is obscure in places and the translation is tentative. ‘The cicada and young dove’ is a reference to §1.1a. The passage seems a commentary on selected themes from books 1 and 2.

The ultimate propriety … people: Ceremonial propriety or etiquette stipulates that to treat people properly, we formally apologize when we step on their foot. According to the text, the brother and parents examples show that in ‘ultimate’ or ideal relationships we don’t treat others as ‘people’ in this way.

	157	The ultimate righteousness doesn’t thing: What is ultimately appropriate to do is not based on defining others as fixed ‘things’, according to predetermined norms or expectations. For similar uses of ‘thing’, see §§11.6b and 20.1.


The ultimate benevolence holds no one close: It is impartial, holding no one closer or more intimate than anyone else.

23.7: A passage nearly identical to §23.7 appears in Lǚ’s Annals §25.3, ‘Having Measures’.

	158	Knowing is connecting: The same explanation of perceptual knowledge appears in the Mohist ‘Dialectics’, canon A5.


peering sideways: Straining to look sideways at something we cannot see clearly or fully. See the Mohist ‘Dialectics’, canon A4, where ‘peering sideways’ is an analogy for trying to think one’s way through a question to which we may not find the answer.

Movement arising from … ‘Virtue’: Movement that comes automatically, over which we have no conscious choice, is a product of our inherent powers of agency. On ‘the inevitable’ or what we can do nothing about, see too §§4.1d, 4.2b, 4.2c, 6.2a, 19.1, 23.10, and 33.4.

The Whole Person … human: Following Wáng Yǔ 王敔 in reading 惡 as wū and Wáng Shúmín in reading wū as 烏, equivalent to 無. Alternatively, we might interpret the line as, ‘The Whole Person abhors heaven and abhors humanity’s heaven, let alone our distinctions between what is heaven or humanity’. However, it is not clear why the Whole Person would abhor heaven.

solitary person: Traditional commentaries take 介 here to refer to a person who has suffered judicial amputation of a foot, but it could refer simply to a person who is singular or solitary.

The kind of thing that is inevitable … sage: Compare the remark about ‘doing so without knowing it’s so’ in §2.6b. On ‘the inevitable’ or what we can do nothing about, see too §§4.1d, 4.2b, 4.2c, 6.2a, 19.1, 23.8, and 33.4.




Book 24: Ghostless Xú

	159	Ghostless Xú: Said to be a recluse who lived in the state of Wèi. ‘Ghostless’ or ‘Without Ghosts’ is his ‘style’ name, a name chosen at maturity that reflects the person’s character.


Virtue: ‘Virtue’ (dé 德) is here used to refer to the characteristic capacities or powers of something.

	160	you bring blessings … grain: By joining our government as an administrator, you will bring benefits to our community.


	161	Great Clump: Reading 隗 as equivalent to 塊.


	162	fixated on one sort of thing: Reading 不易於物 for 不物於易. An alternative interpretation, retaining the original word order, could be, roughly, ‘failing to adapt their concerns to change’. The gist is similar either way.


not specified in advance: That is, wherever their arrows happen to land counts as a bullseye.

objective standard of right … right: ‘Right’ is shì 是, ‘this’ or ‘right’. Compare the discussion in §§2.4–2.6. ‘Objective’ is gōng 公, what is common, public, or impartial.

Yáng, Bǐng: ‘Yáng’ is Yáng Zhū. ‘Bǐng’ is commonly taken to refer to Gōngsǔn Lóng, whose style name may have been ‘Zǐ Bǐng’.

	163	Or is it like the case of Lǔ Jù … master note: Lǔ Jù claims to have a Way that is superior to his disciple’s, but in both cases they are merely using a thing of one kind to invoke a ‘resonance’ in something of a similar kind. His Way is merely different from his disciple’s, not superior, as Huìzǐ and his rivals’ ways of distinguishing ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are different from each other without being ‘ultimately’ right. The ‘sounds’ or ‘voices’ of speakers disagreeing in dispute are analogous to musical notes. (See §2.15b, where the pronouncements of speakers in a dispute are referred to as ‘sounds’ or ‘voices’.) When two instruments resonate, or agree on a note, it is only because they have been tuned the same, not because that note is objectively ‘right’. Were there a note that resonated with all the strings, it would still not be ‘ultimately’ right, but merely a ‘master’ note that shares overtones with the tuning of all the strings. (As a matter of physics, of course, there is no such note.) The interaction between rival schools of thought may be like Lǔ Jù in merely demonstrating different sorts of ‘tuning’ and ‘resonance’.


gatekeeper … mutilation: Gatekeepers were often ex-convicts who had suffered judicial mutilation of a foot. Someone sold off to be a gatekeeper might be forced to have their foot amputated, so few parents would sell off their son for this purpose.

bell … cloth: The point of having the bell is to listen to the chime. If it is wrapped in cloth the sound is muffled.

he failed to grasp … things appropriately: He didn’t understand the appropriate way to handle ‘kinds’ of things such as one’s child, a bell, and a missing person search. The allusions are obscure, as is the relevance to Huìzǐ, beyond implying that his actions are similarly foolish.

A man of Chǔ … shore: The man’s conduct is likely to inconvenience or endanger him. It is unwise to offend the staff of a house one lodges at or the pilot of a ferry in the middle of a river at midnight when no one is around.

	164	Zǐqí Southwall: Although his name here is written slightly differently, this is the same figure who appears in §2.1, which also begins with Yánchéng remarking on his meditative stillness. See also §24.10.


the body indeed … dead ashes: For the tropes of the withered tree and dead ashes, see §§2.1, 19.3, 21.4, 22.3, and 23.1c.

	164	Tián Hé: The king of Qí.


	165	I must first have possessed something … shopping for it: Despite his attempt to withdraw into seclusion, to have attracted the king’s attention, he must have won a reputation and flaunted it.


I pitied … who pity others’ pity: To lose oneself would be to lose what is genuine or inherent in oneself. Presumably, the sage does not feel pity, as he maintains a robust psycho-physical equanimity.

Confucius went to Chǔ … a few words: The anecdote is an anachronistic fable. Sūnshú Áo and Yíliáo Marketsouth were both high officials of Chǔ, but in different generations, Sūnshú Áo living long before Confucius. Sūnshú Áo previously appeared in §21.10a. Yíliáo Marketsouth appears in §§20.2 and 25.5.

Yíliáo Marketsouth juggled balls … laid down their arms: The gist of the two examples seems to be that both sages achieved peaceful outcomes while saying nothing, transforming others through the force of their character. One interpretation of the Yíliáo story, due to Chéng Xuǎnyīng, is that when a rebel aristocrat of Chǔ sought to coerce his support for a revolt, Yíliáo calmly juggled balls and refused to speak. Without his support, the rebellion failed. Another interpretation, due to Luó Miǎndào, is that during a clash between the armies of Sòng and Chǔ, Yíliáo juggled nine balls, keeping eight in the air at all times, and the soldiers on both sides ceased fighting to watch. Sūnshú Áo is said to have governed so effectively that the force of his Virtue affected even the surrounding states, none of which would attack, and so he could sleep peacefully and the people of his state could lay down their arms.

I wish I had a mouth that went on and on: Literally, ‘I wish I had a beak three feet long’. Later commentators suggest this puzzling figure of speech refers to being able to discourse at length. By refraining from doing so, Confucius is speaking the speech that doesn’t speak.

the Way that doesn’t guide … spoken: Compare §§2.11, 5.1, and 22.1.

So the ultimate … doesn’t know: Compare §2.11.

Virtue cannot encompass: Reading 周 for 同.

Great Person: See §§11.6c, 17.1c, and 25.10.

	166	Duke Kāng: Following Sūn Yíràng in reading 康 for 渠. Since Kǔn was made a gatekeeper for a duke, he indeed shared the diet of a royal household.


Gaptooth … Xǔ Yóu: These characters also appear in §§1.2, 2.13, 6.8, 7.1, 12.5, 22.3, 26.12, 28.1, 29.3b. Several of these passages allude to Xǔ Yóu declining the throne or fleeing Yáo.

	167	people eating one another: Compare §23.1a. Cannibalism illustrates the extreme breakdown of natural social order that purportedly results from moral activism by leaders such as Yáo. Possibly the idea is that people will become so distracted that they will neglect agriculture, causing food shortages.


	168	This is called the genuine person: Compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 31.1e, and 32.5c.


As to ants … abandons intention: Chéng Xuányīng suggests an interpretation of these obscure remarks roughly as follows: As ants know to seek the gamey odour of mutton, people know to seek benevolent conduct such as Shùn’s. The spirit-person abandons analogous knowledge. Nor does the spirit-person aim at conduct reeking of benevolence, and so he abandons a ‘mutton-like’ intention. One of the words in the phrase translated ‘complacently comfortable’ also refers to moisture and thus offers a conceptual link to fish. The remark about fish may allude to the motif of fish ‘forgetting each other in rivers and lakes’ (see §6.2b). The spirit-person emulates the ability of fish to swim together as a school without self-conscious deliberation, so he learns to reckon from fish.

The genuine people of antiquity applied heaven … antiquity: Compare §32.3b.

King Gōujiàn … bring him grief: The strategist Wén Zhǒng saved Yuè after its initial defeat, eventually enabling it to destroy its enemy Wú. King Gōujiàn celebrated Wén Zhǒng at first but later suspected him of disloyalty and had him killed.

Any ability … faculty: The point seems to be that excessive or unhealthy use of abilities such as sight or hearing can put the health of the underlying faculty or organ at risk.




Book 25: Zéyáng

	170	Zéyáng: The text reads ‘Péng Yáng’, an alternate name for Zéyáng, whose surname was Péng.


developing social relations: Following Wáng Shúmín in reading 神 as 伸.

sycophant … sway him: Presumably Yí Jié is the sycophant, Gōng Yuèxiū the virtuous person. Wáng Guǒ regards himself as neither and so unable to persuade the king.

Worrying about knowledge … do: The text is obscure and the translation is tentative.

	171	Rǎn Xiàng: An otherwise unknown sage.


fit into the socket: For this phrasing, see §2.4d.

transformed along with things … transform: The same phrasing appears in §22.11, where it refers to transforming outwardly while maintaining inward constancy. An alternative translation: ‘Those who transform along with things maintain a unity that does not transform’.

why would they bother … anything: They do not intentionally or deliberately seek to follow or merge with anything but instead transform along with things without deliberate, self-conscious intention.

Ményǐn: It is unclear whether this is a surname or a title, roughly ‘gate captain’. King Tāng employed Dēng Héng to be his sìyù 司御, roughly ‘commander’ or ‘chief officer’, apparently his highest ranking official.

	171	He managed names … were seen: The text is obscure and probably corrupt; the translation is speculative and tentative. The gist seems to be that, following Dēng Háng, Tāng understood that explicit names or titles may not reflect the facts or pre-existing standards for the use of names. Setting aside a fixation on names and standards, we can come to see or to manifest both sides of things.


Confucius’s … tutor: As above, the text is obscure.

Eliminate the days … external: Alternatively, ‘Eliminate the days, and there are no years; no internal, no external’.

	172	When Huìzǐ heard about it: The same Huìzǐ who appears in many conversations with Zhuāngzǐ is reported to have served as the prime minister of Wèi.


	173	Yíliáo Marketsouth: This figure has previously appeared in §§20.2 and 24.9. ‘Sinking out of sight’ refers to his ability to conceal himself even while dwelling among others.


	174	25.7: Compare this section with §11.3.


	175	reached the age of sixty … fifty-nine times over: The same remark is made of Confucius in §27.2. Qú Bóyù has repeatedly changed or reversed how he distinguishes ‘this/right’ (shì) from ‘not/wrong’ ( fēi).


being so in what’s so: See §2.6a. On what knowing doesn’t know, see §§2.6b and 4.1d.

Xī Wéi: This figure also appears in §§6.3b and 26.8.

Why was he … Duke “Líng”: The word líng 靈 can describe what is spiritual, numinous, intelligent, efficacious, nimble, adept, flexible, or lively, among other uses. Confucius cannot understand why, despite his heedless and dissolute lifestyle, the duke was given such an apparently positive posthumous epithet.

It’s because that’s how he was: The implication is that, although dissolute, the duke was indeed líng in one or more of the relevant senses.

No need to depend … home: As Lǐ Miǎn explains, normally one’s coffin is provided by one’s children, but this coffin was mysteriously placed in the tomb by heaven itself long ago to await the duke, who to heaven was already as good as deceased and thus líng (spiritual, a soul, numinous). Apparently the duke’s actions—most likely for evil—led heaven to prepare a punishment for him long in advance. Confucius assumes that the líng in his posthumous title has a positive connotation, but Xī Wéi implies it may be negative, implying that the duke was ghostly.

25.10: This dialogue has affinities with the ‘Autumn Waters’ dialogue in §17.1.

ten families … unit: The initial sort of community in question is an administrative district comprising ten families.

	176	the Great Person: On the ‘Great Person’, see also 11.6c, 17.1c, and 24.9.


nameless: The Way does not have the distinguishing patterns or features of any one specific thing. Since it lacks the features of any named thing, it is nameless. Names (or titles) are associated with specific patterns of action, associated with the role designated by the name; since the Way is nameless, it also takes no action.

it takes no action, yet nothing is undone: Echoing Dàodéjīng §§37 and 48.

doctrine of community: The ‘doctrine’, ‘teaching’, or ‘thesis’ ( yán 言) of ‘community’ is that all things can be combined or divided into units — ‘communities’—of various scope.

is it fitting to call that the Way: Is the Way a ‘community’ in the manner the doctrine of community explains? As we see next, the text’s answer is, ‘No’. Like a community or a horse, the Way joins together many parts. But unlike them, the resulting whole is not a determinate object.

myriad: That is, ten thousand.

It’s acceptable to use this as a label … vastness: Use of the ‘name’ ‘the Way’ is analogous to the use of ‘myriad things’. We use ‘myriad things’ as a conventional label for the indeterminately large number of things in the world without implying that this label accurately designates how many things there are. Similarly, we can use ‘the Way’ as a label for the vast totality that encompasses heaven and earth, yīn and yáng, without implying that this label expresses anything other than an indeterminate vastness. Compare the notion of a ‘vast whole’ in §12.2 and the descriptions of looking at things as a single totality in §§5.1, 21.4, and 22.1.

a basis for comparisons: The Mohists’ influential explanation of communication held that general terms for things function like models, and so using a ‘name’, such as ‘horse’, is like presenting a model that shows what one is talking about by comparing it to the familiar kind of animal usually distinguished as ‘horse’. The dialogue here implies to the contrary that ‘names’ such as ‘myriad things’ and ‘the Way’ do not show what something is like by comparing it to anything. Instead, they are conventional labels for something without determinate features, only immeasurable vastness.

For if we take this as a basis … far short: If we consider ‘the Way’ a name for a determinate kind of thing, like the ordinary general terms ‘dog’ and ‘horse’, and try to use that name to distinguish it from other things, as we do with dogs or horses, we will be wildly misunderstanding the Way and the use of the name ‘the Way’.

	177	what holds of things: Following editions that punctuate with a full stop after this sentence.


minute to the point … encompassed: Similar notions are considered in §17.1b.

addressing things … mark: The two claims attempt to give a fundamental explanation for the existence of everything. The text implies that they fail because such an explanation would need to go beyond ‘things’.

‘Something causes it’ … the empty: ‘Something causes it’ errs by focusing only on the substantial; ‘nothing does it’ errs by focusing only on the empty or insubstantial.

	177	Where there are names … things: ‘Something causes it’ focuses on where there are things, ‘nothing does it’ on what is empty of things, but both ‘never get away from addressing things’.


	178	share the same patterns with things: These expressions share the patterns of things insofar as these patterns too proceed without limit and without cease.


which end and begin … things: These claims may hold of certain things but ‘end and begin’ with those things. They do not hold more generally, nor do they hold of the Way.

The Way can’t be taken … not to exist: The Way is an indeterminate, continuing process of transformation, so it can’t be declared to exist or be present as a determinate, existent thing, as in the claim ‘something causes it’, but nor can it be said to not exist or be wholly absent, as in the claim ‘nothing does it’.

The name ‘the Way’ … in practice: According to the Mohist Canons, B8, a ‘borrowed’ name is one used ad hoc in some context to refer to something that it is not actually the name for. Section 25.10b has already explained that ‘the Way’ is merely a convenient designation for something vast and impartial, not a name for a determinate object, such as a dog or a horse.

Great Approach: Probably another name for the Way, the greatest of paths. See §§17.1a, 20.2, and 24.13.

The Way is the ultimate … it: Some interpreters instead parse this sentence as ‘The limits of the Way and things—neither speech nor silence are adequate to convey them’.




Book 26: External Things

	179	Lóngféng … perished: Jié was the last wicked tyrant of the Xià dynasty, Zhòu the last tyrant of the Shāng. È Lái was a henchman of Zhòu who died along with him. Master Jī was a relative of Zhòu who pretended to be mad to avoid execution. Jié executed his loyal minister Lóngféng and Zhòu ripped out the virtuous minister Bǐ Gān’s heart. (See §4.1a.)


Wǔ Yuán … jade: Wǔ Yuán is Wǔ Zǐxū, who appeared in §§10.1b and 18.1. A loyal minister forced to commit suicide by a king who disbelieved his prescient warnings, his corpse was set adrift in the river. Cháng Hóng also appeared in §10.1b. The transformation of his blood into jade symbolized his virtue.

Xiào Jǐ … saddened: Xiào Jǐ was a legendary filial son said to have suffered at the hands of his stepmother; Zēng Shēn was a disciple of Confucius renowned for filiality yet disliked by his own father.

	180	far indeed … world: The text of the last clause seems faulty. By parallelism, I have omitted 不 and interpreted the clause as 其於可與經世亦遠矣. Alternatively, retaining the 不, the clause could be interpreted ‘their inability puts them far indeed from joining those who manage the world’.


The Ruists … Rites: The Ruists are followers of the way of life associated with Confucius (‘Confucians’). They were known for emphasizing the importance of ritual and music as cultural and ethical practices and were often employed to manage funeral ceremonies. Here they are satirized as following the guidance of the Songs and Rites even to raid tombs.

Lǎo Láizǐ: A Daoist hermit from the state of Chǔ, not to be confused with Lǎozǐ (Lǎo Dān). It is unclear whether he was an actual person or only a fictional character.

	181	Qiū: Confucius’s given name, normally used only by elders within his family.


Get rid of … gentleman: According to the Ruists, Confucius exemplifies the ideal of the gentleman, which is manifested partly in his bearing and countenance. So Lǎo is implying that Confucius’s conception of how a gentleman looks and carries himself is misguided.

Dispensing kindness … shame: The text is obscure and the interpretation is tentative.

it’d be better … praised or condemned: Inserting 非. The phrasing here resembles that in §6.2b.

	182	that the useless has a use is indeed clear: Compare other treatments of ‘use’ in, for example, §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6, along with §§4.4b, 4.5, 4.6, 4.8, 8.1, 20.1, 22.9, and 32.5.


Zhuāngzǐ said: The scope of the quoted speech attributed to Zhuāngzǐ here is unclear. Some scholars take it to conclude after ‘how can they succeed in wandering’. Others see it as concluding at the end of §26.8. Still others hold that it continues through the end of §26.13.

Xī Wéi: An obscure, legendary figure who has appeared in §§6.3b and 25.9.

	183	six apertures: The five senses plus thought or intention.


Half the people … themselves: Seeing that the man was rewarded for his extreme mourning behaviour, they tried to emulate him.

	184	When Yáo presented … Shēntú Dí: For Yáo and Xǔ Yóu, see §§1.2 and 28.1. For the other figures, see §6.1c. One version of the stories alluded to is this: Tāng tried to hand the throne to Wù Guāng, who refused it and threw himself into the Lú River to die. Jì Tā heard what happened, and fearing the throne might pass to him, went into hiding—and probably killed himself as well, since the feudal lords mourned him. Shēntú Dí then also killed himself in solidarity.


getting the fish … trap: Once you have caught the fish, you no longer pay attention to the trap.

The purpose of speech … forget the speech: Alternatively, ‘The purpose of speech lies in the point. Getting the point, you can forget the exact words spoken’.




Book 27: Allegorical Speech

	185	Allegorical speech … natural divisions: These descriptions are traditionally taken to refer to the text of the Zhuāngzǐ itself. The suggestion is that nine-tenths of the Zhuāngzǐ consists of allegories, parables, and anecdotes, while seven-tenths of it cites or quotes the speech of others. (Presumably, many parts are both quoted speech and allegory.) ‘Goblet’ speech could also be called ‘tip-over’ speech. It is named after a trick goblet that stands straight when half full but tips over when full. The tipping goblet is a metaphor for ‘pouring out’ speech wholly in response to the circumstances, not by deliberately initiating action but as a matter of our inherent workings responding to what is ‘poured’ into us. On the ‘natural divisions’, see §2.15b.


	185	a means of speaking for oneself: Reading 己 for 已. ‘Allegorical’ speech relies on using what’s ‘external’ rather than one’s own words. Quoted speech is a means of speaking for oneself, albeit by repeating others’ words.


a means … the words of our elders: The translation is conjectural. No interpretation of these lines seems to me fully convincing. Perhaps the text is referring to the rhetorical tactic described in §4.1c as ‘following along with the ancients’.

harmonizing by finding … years: A quotation from §2.15b.

If we do not speak … ‘Use non-speech’: If we make no assertions and so draw no explicit distinctions, everything ‘evens out’ as being on the same level, neither ‘this’ nor ‘not’, ‘right’ nor ‘wrong’, without imposing artificial action-guiding distinctions on things. However, by making assertions about this evenness, we disrupt it, so that it is no longer even. (Compare §2.9.) So the preferred stance is to refrain from assertory speech. Along with §17.1e, this is one of only two explicit references in the Zhuāngzǐ corpus to the concept of ‘evening things out’, the title of book 2.

non-speech: The phrasing and the concept parallel ‘non-action’ (wúwéi). ‘Non-speech’ does not entail saying nothing but mainly refraining from dogmatic, purportedly authoritative use of ‘this’ and ‘not’ in favour of open-ended, adaptive responsiveness.

without ever speaking: Following Wáng Shúmín and others in omitting 不.

There are grounds … no thing is not allowable: This section borrows extensively from §2.6a and can fruitfully be read as an alternate draft of or a commentary on it.

	186	The equality of heaven … divisions: Compare §§2.6c and 23.2b. ‘The equality of heaven’ can also be read as ‘the equality of nature’; ‘natural divisions’ can also be interpreted ‘the divisions of heaven’.


reached the age of sixty … sixty times: The same remark is made of Qú Bóyù in §25.8. Confucius has repeatedly changed or reversed how he distinguishes ‘this/right’ (shì) from ‘not/wrong’ ( fēi).

he deemed ‘right’ … ‘wrong’: Alternatively, and equivalently, what he deemed ‘this’ he later deemed ‘not’.

Confucius … knowledge: He changed his mind so many times because he continually acquired new knowledge.

Zēngzǐ: Considered Confucius’s second most gifted student, after Yán Huí.

Yánchéng … Eastwall: This pair of characters appeared in §2.1, where Zǐqí’s surname was given as ‘Southwall’; and in §24.8.

In life … grounds for it: The text seems faulty here, and the translation is tentative.

	187	ghosts: Here probably having the same implication as ‘spirits’. It is unclear where Zǐyóu’s quoted speech ends. I tentatively include §27.4b in it because both §§27.4a and 27.4b refer to ‘ghosts’ or ‘the ghostly’.


Penumbra asked Shadow: Another version of this parable is found in §2.16.

Are they that by which … I depend on: The text here is difficult and possibly faulty, and many commentators resort to emendation. Without emending the text, I tentatively propose to interpret these lines as suggesting that light and darkness are the means by which the shadow comes to depend on something, namely a body, and that the body is what the shadow directly depends on. An implication is that causal ‘dependency’ is conditional and rests on a chain of causal relations. The shadow depends on the body, but only if directional light is cast on the body, and so the shadow also depends on the light and on whatever the light depends on.

if I am active … about: The exchange began with Penumbra asking why Shadow moved about as it did. Shadow has now explained that its activity is part of a chain of ‘dependency’ and that there’s no need to inquire into the details.

Yáng Zǐjū: This figure is mentioned in §§7.4 and perhaps 20.9. Commentators suggest the name is an alternate form of the name of Yáng Zhū, mentioned in §§8.1 and 10.1, but it is unclear whether these are the same person or not.

Excessive purity … insufficient: A quotation from Dàodéjīng §41.

he had to fight … seat: Because he lost his arrogant, self-important bearing, the other lodgers ceased to treat him with deference.




Book 28: Yielding The Throne

	188	28.1: A version of this anecdote appears in §2.2 of Lǚ’s Annals, also known as The Annals of Lǚ Bùwéi.


yielded … the world: Abdicated the throne over ‘all the world’.

Xǔ Yóu: This figure has appeared in §§1.2, 6.8, 12.5, 24.11, and 26.12.

Only someone who is unconcerned … the world: Compare this claim to §11.1, ‘if someone values their own person more than managing the world, the world can be entrusted to them’. Both points seem to be allusions to Dàodéjīng §13.

Zhībó: Another name for the same figure as in the preceding story.

28.3: A version of this story appears in §19.1 of the Annals.

28.5: A version of this story appears in §21.4 of the Annals. See too Mencius 1B:14–15.

	189	28.6: A version of this story appears in §2.2 of the Annals.


28.7: A version of this story appears in §21.4 of the Annals.

	190	life: Alternatively, ‘injure your health’. References to life can also be interpreted as references to health.


28.8: A version of this story appears in §2.2 of the Annals.

Yán Hé: This figure also appears in §§4.3 and 19.11.

really dislikes wealth and rank: The text may be faulty here. The parallel line in the Annals version of the story reads, ‘So it isn’t that someone like Yán Hé dislikes wealth and rank; he dislikes them because he values life’.

28.9: A version of this story appears in §16.2 of the Annals.

Lièzǐ: The same figure who appears in §§1.1c, 18.6, 19.2a, 21.9, and 32.1.

	191	It must be fate: Only uncontrollable fate could explain why we are so poor—and, presumably, why I ended up with a husband who won’t accept gifts we badly need.


the people rebelled … him: Had Lièzǐ accepted the gift, he would have been associated with Zǐyáng and perhaps killed along with him.

three-banner post: Commentators disagree as to exactly what post is being offered, but it is likely a high-ranking ministerial office.

	192	poverty, not adversity: Compare the story about Zhuāngzǐ’s poverty in §20.6.


Zǐgòng drew back … this I couldn’t bear to do: Yuán Xiàn and Zǐgòng were both disciples of Confucius, the former known for his poverty, the latter for being well off.

Zēngzǐ: One of Confucius’s disciples, surpassed in talent only by Yán Huí.

So those who nurture their ambitions … schemes: Those who attend to grand aims or ambitions neglect their health; those who attend to their health do not worry about material profit; those who attain the Way forget about planning and scheming. ‘Forget their schemes’ here is literally ‘forget their mind’.

	193	28.14: A version of this story appears in §21.4 of the Annals.


28.15: This incident has been referenced in several previous passages. See §14.4. A version of the story here appears in Annals §14.6.

	194	28.16: A version of this story appears in Annals §19.1.


28.17: A version of this story also appears in Annals §19.1.

	195	28.18: A version of this story appears in Annals §12.4.





Book 29: Robber Zhí

	198	gaze at your shoes … curtain: He humbly wishes only to view his host from a distance, in the vestibule, without entering the main room.


three sorts of Virtue: ‘Virtue’ is typically used in Zhuāngzǐ to refer to the capacities we receive from and by which we follow the Way. Here it is used in its broader sense of the powers, capacities, or excellences of a thing by which it is the way it is.

eight feet two inches: The ancient foot length referred to was probably around 0.22 or 0.23 metres.

	200	when Zǐlǔ tried to kill … gate of Wèy: Committed as always to righteousness, Zǐlǔ returned to his home state of Wèy to confront a usurper, who had him chopped into mincemeat, pickled, and displayed above the city gate.


twice banished … Cài: Compare the lists of Confucius’s troubles in §§14.4, 20.5, 28.15, and 31.1d, among other passages.

These six men: The text mentions seven, not six.

no one equals … Qí: Following Wáng Shúmín. For the story of these two men, see §28.18.

Bào Jiāo … tree: Bào refused to eat even nuts and fruit gathered from the lands of what he considered corrupt regimes, so he fasted to death with his arms locked around a tree trunk.

	201	Jiè Zǐtuī … locked around a tree: The duke later regretted mistreating Jiè and went to apologize. To flush Jiè out of the forest, he started a fire, but instead of fleeing the fire Jiè held on to a tree and burned to death.


Bǐ Gān and Wǔ Zǐxū: These figures are stock examples of loyal ministers betrayed by their own rulers. See too §§4.1a, 18.1, and 26.1a.

Those unable … succeed in the Way: This sentence illustrates the use of tōng 通, a core success concept referring to performance aligning with the Way. Alternative translations include, ‘fail to attain competence in the Way’, ‘fail to master the Way’, and ‘fail to flow freely along the Way’.

	202	29.2a: In light of the length of the three major sections of this book and the lack of close thematic links between them, §§29.2 and 29.3 probably originated as separate texts that were later copied onto the same physical piān as the ‘Robber Zhí’ story.


	203	five bonds and six places: The five ‘bonds’ here are likely to be the relations of father-son, ruler-subject, husband-wife, elder-younger, and friend-friend. The ‘six places’ are probably ruler, subject, father, son, husband, and wife.


inherent ends: The text is assuming there are ends we should inherently act for (suǒ wèi 所為), presumably such as maintaining our psycho-physical health and living out our natural lifespan.

Alone fulfil … the Way: Compare the use of ‘alone’ in §5.5b, 11.4, 11.6b, and 21.4.

	204	Zhí Gōng … father: A reference to Analects §13:18, which mentions an honest son named Zhí Gōng who testified against his father for stealing a sheep. Confucius holds by contrast that fathers and sons should cover up for each other.


Confucius … righteous: On one account, Confucius was so busy promulgating his Way that he was unable to see his mother before she died. Kuāngzǐ was thrown out by his father after criticizing his conduct. The other stock examples in this paragraph were mentioned in §29.1.

	205	yielded the throne: Following Sūn Yíràng in reading 推 for 雍.





Book 30: A Persuasion on Swords

	208	below the hall: The swordsmen lined up in the courtyard in front of the steps leading up into the hall where the king would hold audiences.





Book 31: The Fisherman

	210	Confucius went wandering … Ledge: To go wandering is to go for a leisure walk or ramble. Apricot Ledge is apparently a plateau-like area overlooking a lake.


He endangers the genuine … body: On ‘the genuine’, compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.5c.

	211	your fondness for learning: Perhaps a reference to Analects §5:28, where Confucius remarks that many people are as loyal and sincere as he, but few are as fond of learning.


	212	you illicitly elaborate … busybody: These activities are not Confucius’s proper responsibilities, so in attending to them he is overstepping his proper role.


exiled from Lǔ … Cài: For these episodes, see §14.4.

	213	The genuine is … pure integrity: Compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, and 32.5c.


	214	chiming stone: Chiming stones were a set of flat pieces of stone of different sizes suspended from a stand and played like bells. Each stone was cut to form roughly an L-shaped, ninety-degree bend and hung through a hole pierced near the apex of the ‘L’. So to bend like a chiming stone is to bow to ninety degrees.





Book 32: Liè Yùkòu

This book is named after the character Lièzǐ. For background on him and on Uncle Dark Nobody, see §21.9 and the notes to that section. Thematically, this book is more closely related to books 17 through 27 than to books 28 through 31. It may have been placed last, before the overview in book 33, because it wraps up with a story of Zhuāngzǐ’s death.

	216	a lord of a myriad chariots: A label for the ruler of a large, powerful kingdom such as Qí, Lièzǐ’s destination, referring to the size of his army.


filled with shoes: Many guests were inside, having removed their shoes at the door.

	217	Those with no special ability … wandering: Uncle Dark Nobody urges Lièzǐ to give up his special ability to influence others.


three clans: His father’s, mother’s, and wife’s families.

Why not go see my grave … cypress: Alternatively, ‘why not appreciate my goodness, which has become the cones of the autumn cypress?’ Having killed himself out of resentment for his father’s siding with his younger brother, Huǎn hopes that his father might appreciate his worth and castigates his father for neglecting his tomb for so long that mature cypress trees have grown from it.

heavenly aspects: What they have by nature, rather than by human activity.

Their inherent features … as they are: Alternatively, ‘so it was the heavenly aspects of the brother that caused him to become a Mohist’.

fight each other over well water: The well water is a natural resource that the well merely accesses, not manufactures. Just as the well owner does not create the water, Huǎn did not make his brother a Mohist.

fleeing from heaven: See §3.5.

ease: Ān 安, also ‘at peace’, ‘at home’, ‘secure’, ‘settle’, ‘rest’.

heavenly without being human: Compare §23.9a. For other passages addressing the relation between heaven and the human, see §§3.3, 4.1d, 5.5, 6.1, 6.6b, 11.7, 12.5, 12.9, 13.2, 13.4, 15.2, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.7, 23.2c, 23.10, 24.12b, 31.1e, and 32.2.

his skill was complete … use his craft: Compare this passage to the many other sections that treat ‘use’ and ‘uselessness’, along with the ‘completion’ or ‘formation’ of skills. On ‘use’, see §§1.2, 1.4, 1.5, 1.6, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, 4.8, 8.1, 20.1, and 26.7. On ‘formation’ or ‘completion’ of skills, see §2.7b.

	218	Yán Hé: This figure has appeared in §§4.3, 19.11, and 28.8.


Bestowing … heaven’s way of giving: Heaven’s way is to have no thought of merit, gratitude, or repayment.

	219	only the genuine person is able to do this: Compare §§6.1f, 15.3, 17.1f, 19.2b, 20.8, 21.1, 24.12b, and 31.1e.


various social settings … expression: Alternatively, ‘place them in mixed company and observe whether they are sexually indecent’. Sè 色 here could allude to the person’s facial expression in gatherings of various social ranks or to his response when permitted to mingle with attractive women.

he bowed his head … slinking along the wall: The higher his office, the more extreme his expressions of humility. In Chinese, the descriptions of his conduct rhyme, as do those of the conceited person below. (Zhèng Kǎofù was an ancestor of Confucius.)

Yáo and Xǔ Yóu: See the notes to §1.2.

Virtue to have a mind … eyes: For our Virtue—our inherent powers of agency—to develop reflective awareness and to self-reflexively attend to the workings of agency within us. To do so is to ‘think too much’.

	220	five malevolent Virtues: ‘Virtue’ here is used in its basic sense as a form of power or functioning. Following Chéng Xuányīng, the five malevolent virtues are the mind, ears, eyes, tongue, and nose.


Knowledge … reproach: It is unclear whether these six items correspond to the ‘six viscera’ (or ‘six storehouses’) mentioned above. The text may be faulty here.

One who masters … encounters it: In Chinese, the four clauses rhyme.

32.9: Compare this story with that in §17.5.

	221	rich burial: Whether to have an elaborate or a simple burial was an issue of ethical controversy. The Ruists—often employed as funeral officiants —advocated rich burials as an expression of respect and love for the deceased. The Mohists and others advocated simple or frugal burials, partly to avoid waste, partly to ensure that the deceased would rest in peace without disturbance by grave robbers. (See §26.4, where the Ruists themselves are depicted as grave robbers.)


Brilliance … spirit: ‘Brilliance’ here is míng 明, also ‘clarity’ or ‘understanding’. Recurring motifs throughout the corpus have been that the Way or what is of highest importance cannot be made ‘clear’ and cannot be fully understood through explicit thought or speech, and accordingly that outward displays of brilliance are misguided and counterproductive. The most adept expressions of agency issue from ‘spirit’.

extraneous: Wài 外, also ‘external’ or ‘outward’. What is ‘external’ or ‘extraneous’ is irrelevant or of secondary or peripheral importance.




Book 33: All the World

Sections 33.1–33.6 appear to be a coherent essay, perhaps dating from the Qín-Hàn interregnum (206–202 bce) or early in the Western Hàn dynasty (202 bce–9 ce), that presents an overview and critique of several pre-Hàn thinkers and traditions of thought, including Zhuāngzǐ. (A considerable number of fragments from this book were excavated from a tomb at Fùyáng sealed in c.165 bce, so the text must be earlier than that date.) The writer’s stated purpose is to relate the various thinkers and their practices to a syncretic conception of an overall Way that integrates a range of teachings with different strengths and applications. But the text can also be read as, in effect, a historical review of various lines of pre-Hàn thought, including Mohism, Sòng Xíng’s minimalism and pacifism, and what would later come to be regarded as ‘Daoism’.

	222	From where does spirit … emerge: As explained in §2.6c, ‘spirit’ refers to sentience and agency, ‘intelligence’ to sapience or understanding.


old and young, orphaned and solitary: The most vulnerable members of society. ‘Old and young’ refer to family members too young or old to support themselves. ‘Orphaned and solitary’ refer to orphaned children and solitary elderly without family members to support them.

scholars of Zōu and Lǔ … sashes: This phrase likely refers to the Rú, or Erudites (‘Confucians’), whose traditions were especially prominent in the states of Zōu and Lǔ.

	223	The Songs guide aims … roles: These remarks are most likely a bit of ancient commentary interpolated into the text.


Weren’t the people of antiquity complete … cite and teach them: The writer’s premise is that the sages of antiquity developed a unified and comprehensive yet multifarious Way covering all areas of life. It included the explicit formulations and standards prized by the Legalists, which have been preserved in archives, and the content of such classics as the Songs, Documents, Rites, and Music, the interpretation and practice of which continue among Ruist scholars in Zōu and Lǔ. The remainder of the Way has become fragmented and dispersed among various schools of thought. The purpose of the text is to review these and identify their strengths and weaknesses, where they correspond to the unified, complete Way of old and where they go wrong.

the Way and Virtue are not unified: Unlike long ago, when the various aspects of the Way were systematically connected, they have now become fragmented and divided among various traditions of thought and practice.

disorderly: Reading 渾 for 暉.

applying clear guidelines to rectify oneself: The phrase rendered ‘clear guidelines’ is ‘line and ink’, referring to a carpenter’s ink line, one of several examples of reliable measurement standards commonly cited by the Mohists.

Mò Dí and Qín Gǔlí: Mò Dí was the personal name of the social and ethical activist Mòzǐ, founder of the Mohist movement. Qín was his leading disciple.

	224	Was he indeed … rest of us?: Alternatively, ‘Is this indeed how to distinguish the apt kind of conduct?’


Yú: Legendary sage-king famed for flood control.

Mohist canons: Some scholars suggest this phrase is a reference to the two sections of the transmitted text of the Mòzǐ entitled ‘Canons’ ( jīng 經), but it seems unlikely these would have been material for recitation, as their content deals largely with dialectics and scientific inquiry. Perhaps this is a general reference to canonical Mohist writings presenting ethical teachings.

	225	Sòng Xíng and Yǐn Wén: A pair of thinkers mentioned in several pre-Hàn texts, including Xúnzǐ and Lǚ’s Annals. Sòng Xíng is the same person as Sòng Róngzǐ in §1.1c. As the text explains, they contended that people’s inherent desires were simple, few, and easily satisfied, and accordingly we can easily live a fulfilling life and have no good reason for violence.


the characteristic wants few: Following Liǎng Qíchāo in reading 請欲置 as 情欲寡. As expanded on below, Sòng and Yǐn held that people’s inherent or characteristic wants or desires are few and shallow.

	226	Péng Méng, Tián Pián, and Shèn Dào: Three figures associated with the Jìxià academy of scholars in Qí. About Péng virtually nothing is known. Tián is said to have been from Qí and is associated with a lost collection of writings mentioned in the Hàn History. Shèn Dào is said to have been from Zhào and was the figurehead for a collection of writings associated with Legalist political thought. Only fragments of the Shènzǐ survive, and their content bears little or no relation to the views ascribed to him here.


	226	evening out the myriad things: This phrase echoes the title of book 2, ‘Discourse on Evening Things Out’.


They understood that … The Way leaves nothing out: Compare §§2.4 and 2.6. Readers will notice that the claims attributed to the figures in this section and the next converge in various respects with those of selected passages throughout the Zhuāngzǐ. At the time ‘All under Heaven’ was written, there was no recognized ‘Daoist’ or ‘Zhuangist’ school of thought, and the Zhuāngzǐ did not exist as a finished, named collection of writings. The figures chosen for discussion in §§33.4 and 33.5 likely represent different lines of thought that were expressed in texts later incorporated into different parts of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus.

clump-like: Following Lǐ Miǎn in reading 魏 as 塊. Alternatively, ‘he simply towered above things’.

	227	nothing ‘right’ and nothing ‘wrong’: Alternatively, ‘nothing “this” and nothing “not”’.


Guān Yǐn and Lǎo Dān: Two legendary Daoist figures. Lǎo Dān was later taken as the authorial figurehead of the Dàodéjīng, and the account of his views here draws on its content. Guān Yǐn was the namesake of a text mentioned in the Hàn History that is no longer extant. Here he seems to be treated as an earlier, more senior figure than Lǎo Dān.

possessing it, one loses it: Compare Dàodéjīng §64.

Knowing the male … valley: Compare Dàodéjīng §28.

he alone chose to go behind: Compare Dàodéjīng §67.

Accept the world’s humiliation: Compare Dàodéjīng §78.

Standing alone he had a surplus: This remark appears to be a bit of ancient commentary accidentally copied into the text.

wholeness by bending: See Dàodéjīng §22.

The hard … blunted: Compare Dàodéjīng §§9 and 76.

	228	Although they failed … highest: The standard edition reads, ‘they can be said to have reached the highest’. I follow Wáng Shúmín, A. C. Graham, and Chén Gǔyìng, among others, in accepting the version in the Kōzanji and other editions, which reads 雖未至極. The overall organization of ‘All the World’ is for each section to conclude with a note of criticism, reflecting that none of the earlier figures discussed attained a complete, comprehensive grasp of the Way. The standard edition appears to have been revised to omit the criticism of Lǎozǐ.


He used goblet speech … broadly: On the three types of speech, see §27.1.

‘right’ and ‘wrong’: Alternatively, ‘this’ and ‘not’.

Although his writings … inexhaustible: Zhuāng Zhōu is the only figure mentioned who is treated primarily as a writer, not a thinker, and the writer’s evaluation of him focuses on his writing style and approach to life, rather than substantive doctrines. Indeed, the writer demonstrates no concrete knowledge of substantive views from the Zhuāngzǐ.

Even so … it all: These lines raise several interpretive puzzles. The concessive ‘even so’ (or ‘although this is the case’) seems out of place, and it is unclear how the closing remark (未之盡者) relates to what immediately precedes it. In interpreting the closing remark, many commentators omit the pronominal 者, yielding interpretations such as ‘we haven’t yet fully understood him’ or ‘his Way never comes to an end’. As David McCraw has reminded me, all such interpretations are grammatically implausible. The antecedent of 者 must be the subject of 未盡. Only interpretations along the lines of A. C. Graham’s ‘A man who did not succeed in getting it all’ fit the grammar.

33.7a: The sections about Huì Shì and other disputers do not follow the format of §§33.2–33.6. They may have originated as one or more separate texts that were appended to an essay that originally concluded with the assessment of Zhuāng Zhōu in §33.6. Section 33.7 is the most detailed surviving record of Huì Shì’s and the disputers’ theses, although the arguments for these claims have unfortunately not been preserved. For a detailed discussion of Huìzǐ’s ten claims, see C. Fraser, ‘The School of Names’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (originally published 2005), https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/school-names/ section 5.

many methods: Alternatively, many ‘techniques’, ‘practices’, or ‘directions of inquiry’.

his books filled five carriages: It is unclear whether this refers to Huìzǐ’s writings or his library. The Hàn History does not attribute any writings to him.

Just as the sun … dying: This claim is alluded to in §2.4c.

	229	north of Yàn and south of Yuè: Yàn was a state in the far north, Yuè a state in the far south.


33.7b: For a detailed discussion of the strange and paradoxical sayings in this section, see C. Fraser, ‘Paradoxes in the School of Names’, in Y. Fung (ed.), Dao Companion to Chinese Philosophy of Logic (Springer, 2020), 285–307, or ‘The School of Names’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (originally published 2005), https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/school-names/

	230	Huán Tuán and Gōngsūn Lóng: Huán Tuán is said to have been a disputer from Zhào, where Gōngsūn Lóng was also from. Nothing more is known of him. Gōngsūn Lóng was a renowned disputer mentioned in several stories in Lǚ’s Annals. He appeared in §17.4 and two of his theses are alluded to in §2.5.



Glossary

allowable. See kě 可.
ān 安(ease, peace, secure, at home). In some Zhuāngzǐ passages, an ideal or exemplary psychological state, characteristic of Virtue and of adept following of the Way.
Analects 論語. Anthology of sayings attributed to and anecdotes about Confucius, his followers, and their associates. Different parts of the content may range in date from the fifth through the third century bce.
Artisan Chuí 工倕. Mythical figure renowned for perfect craftsmanship.
assess. See lùn 論.
benevolence and righteousness. See rén yì 仁義.
bǐ 彼(demonstrative pronoun for ‘that’ or ‘those’, ‘other’, third-person pronoun equivalent to ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’, or ‘they’). In Mohist logic, a technical term for a relation between contradictory terms, such as ‘ox’ and ‘not-ox’. In Zhuāngzǐ §2.4, used to designate an alternative, opposing perspective and to imply that, like the use of demonstrative pronouns, shì-fēi relations are plural and perspectival. See shì-fēi.
Bǐ Gān 比干. Virtuous minister who tried to reform the wicked tyrant Zhòu 紂, last ruler of the Shāng dynasty, and as a result had his heart ripped out. A number of Zhuāngzǐ passages use Bǐ Gān as a stock example of a loyal subject whose virtues led to his own death. See §§4.1a, 10.1b, 26.1a, 29.1c, and 29.2c.
biàn 辨(to distinguish, to judge, distinction). Technical term for distinguishing between different kinds of things, or what does or does not take a ‘name’, and thus forming a judgement. Sometimes used as equivalent to biàn 辯.
biàn 辯(disputation, distinction-drawing, distinguish, debate, dialectics). A discursive, often agonistic activity in which two sides dispute how to draw distinctions and thus form judgements. Formally, according to the Mohist dialectical writings, biàn was understood as a dispute aimed at determining whether or not some term ‘fitted’ an object, and so it was understood as a matter of distinguishing, with respect to a selected term, whether the object in question was ‘this/right’ (shì 是) or ‘not’ (fēi 非). Biàn 辨 in the sense of ‘distinguishing’ or ‘judging’ is the outcome of biàn 辯 in the sense of ‘dispute’ or ‘debate’. Sometimes used as equivalent to biàn 辨.
Bó Yí 伯夷 and Shū Qí 叔齊. Two brothers who out of filial piety both refused to take their father’s throne in the state of Gūzhú. Although they opposed the rule of the tyrant Zhòu, last king of the Shāng, they also opposed King Wǔ of Zhōu’s overthrow of the Shāng. Rather than cooperate with King Wǔ, they fled to Mount Shǒu Yáng, where they died of hunger.
bù dé yǐ 不得已(inevitable, unavoidable, uncontrollable). One of two common labels in the Zhuāngzǐ for aspects of our circumstances we can do nothing about. The other label is bù kě nài hé 不可奈何. The ability to acknowledge and cope with the inevitable is a sign of Virtue and of adeptness in the Way.
call. See wèi 謂.
cè 冊(sheaf; pronounced like ‘tsuh!’). A short, bound section of bamboo strips used as writing material. Contrasts with piān 篇, a longer bamboo-strip scroll.
ceremonial propriety. See lǐ 禮.
cháng 常(regular, consistent, unchanging, constant, always; pronounced like ‘chong’). A widely shared aim in early Chinese thought was to guide personal, social, and political life by identifying a Way that is cháng, consistently or always applicable. The Dàodéjīng famously rejects the idea that any explicitly articulated Way can be cháng but implies that there exists an ‘unspoken’ Way that is cháng. Some Zhuāngzǐ passages may endorse this stance. Others imply that nothing is cháng except the ongoing flow of events and of our Virtue-guided activity.
characteristic features. See qíng 情.
Chén 陳 and Cài 蔡. Two small states south of Wèi and north of Chǔ. The powerful southern state of Chǔ conquered Chén in 469 bce and Cài in 447 bce. Chén and Cài figure in a famous anecdote about Confucius cited repeatedly in the Zhuāngzǐ. See the notes to §14.4. (Cài is pronounced roughly like ‘tsai!’.)
chéng 成(form, complete, become, achieve, succeed, take shape). Pivotal concept in §§2.3, 2.6, 2.7, 23.3a, among other passages. Things may take form, become completed, or attain achievement in various respects. Taking on one form or pursuing one sort of achievement may preclude others, such that any sort of ‘formation’ or ‘completion’ at the same time entails a contrasting ‘loss’ or ‘deficiency’. Shì-fēi (this-not, right-wrong) distinctions and actual, practical dào (Ways) obtain only when agents ‘form’ or ‘complete’ them through some course of activity.
Chǔ 楚. A powerful state in the south. Characters in the Zhuāngzǐ are frequently depicted travelling to Chǔ, and the thought of some portions of the corpus may have originated among circles of thinkers and practitioners there.
Confucius(d. 479 bce). Thinker and teacher venerated as the foremost sage in the Ruist tradition. Confucius is the most frequently featured character in the Zhuāngzǐ corpus, appearing in far more passages than Zhuāng Zhōu himself. Over half of these passages depict him in a positive light and many employ him as the text’s spokesman, albeit to express ideas very different from those in the Confucian Analects. Other passages are blisteringly critical of him. In the Zhuāngzǐ, Confucius is alternatively referred to as ‘Kǒngzǐ’ 孔子 (Master Kǒng), ‘Kǒng Qiū’ 孔丘 (his family and personal name), or ‘Zhòngní’ 仲尼 (his courtesy name). Passages that lambaste him often refer to him somewhat rudely as ‘Qiū’ 丘, his personal name, which would normally be used only by elder members of his family. (‘Qiū’ is pronounced roughly like ‘chee-oh’.)
dá 達(reaching through, attaining, succeeding). A concept used in some Zhuāngzǐ passages to refer to adept or successful practice of dào.
dài 待(depend, rely, dependence, contingent). A concept introduced in §1.1c and explored in sections such as §2.16, referring to the conditions or causes on which the activity of agents and things are contingent. Section 1.1c implies that by ‘riding’ along with or constantly adapting to the changes we encounter, we can attain a mode of activity that transcends ‘dependence’, freeing us to ‘wander’ about without ‘limits’ or any fixed ends.
dào 道(way, ways, the Way, path, route, course). The central normative and structural concept in early Chinese thought, in this work translated consistently as the capitalized word ‘Way’. In Zhuāngzǐ, dào has a range of different uses in different contexts. Among other uses, it may refer to the all-encompassing, nameless flow or path of the cosmos and everything in it, to an actual or a normatively ideal course of conduct or technique for performing some activity, or to the manner in which we perform some action most effectively, to give just a few examples.
Dàodéjīng 道德經. Also known as the Lǎozǐ 老子. A brief, eclectic late-fourth- to third-century collection of sayings and remarks presenting a metaphysical and ethical outlook centring on the flow of a formless, nameless underlying ‘Way’ of nature. Ideas and themes overlapping those of the Dàodéjīng are prominent in certain portions of the Zhuāngzǐ. See, in particular, §§9.2, 10.1, 10.2, 11.1, 11.3, 12.1, 12.13, 13.1, 13.3, 16.1b, 18.1, 19.13, 22.1, and 23.1.
Daoism. See dào jiā 道家.
dào jiā 道家. General label for the loose, heterogeneous tradition or traditions of thought represented by writings collected in the Dàodéjīng, Zhuāngzǐ, and Huáinánzǐ, among other texts. With respect to Warring States thought, ‘Daoism’ is a retrospective construct. During this period, no recognized ‘Daoist’ movement, tradition, orientation, or school of thought existed, only a plurality of criss-crossing, partly overlapping trends in thought and practice, some of which are collected into the Zhuāngzǐ. The writers of the various parts of the Zhuāngzǐ did not regard themselves as ‘Daoists’.
dé 得(attain, obtain, succeed). A concept used in a pivotal passage in book 2 of the Zhuāngzǐ to refer to adept or successful activity.
dé 德(Virtue, power, capacity, agentive power; pronounced roughly like ‘duh?’). The dispositions, capacities, and abilities by which agents follow dào and objects have the features and capacities they do. Zhuāngzǐ passages often associate dé with psycho-physical equanimity and treat preserving or maintaining one’s dé as a central ethical end. To distinguish dé from moral virtues, throughout the text it is translated as the capitalized word ‘Virtue’.
dependence. See dài 待.
disputation. See biàn 辯 (disputation).
distinguish. See biàn 辨 (distinguish).
duty. See yì 義.
emptiness. See xū 虛.
fate. See mìng 命.
fēn 分(to divide, to distinguish, division, distinction). Fēn is a general term for the act of dividing and for the resulting divisions. It can be used as a verb similar to biàn (distinguish) or as a noun for the resulting distinctions. In Daoist ontology, the original state of the cosmos is regarded as an undivided whole, from which discrete objects are formed by ‘dividing’ (fēn) the whole into parts. More broadly, in early Chinese thought, judgement, action, and language are understood to be based on dividing (fēn) things into different kinds, which prompt norm-governed responses.
forget. See wàng 忘.
form. See xíng 形.
formation. See chéng 成.
gentleman. See jūnzǐ 君子.
genuine. See zhēn 真.
Gōngsūn Lóng 公孫龍. A brilliant debater from Zhào famous for defending paradoxical claims such as that white horses are not horses. Lǚ’s Annals depicts him debating Kǒng Chuān, a descendant of Confucius, in the court of Lord Píng Yuán of Zhào (d. 251 bce) and advocating pacifism to King Zhāo of Yàn (r. 311–279 bce). Namesake of the very brief anthology Gōngsūn Lóngzǐ 公孫龍子, of which two or three short texts may be genuine Warring States material.
Guǎn Zhòng 管仲. Wise minister to Duke Huán of Qí (d. 643 bce). Appears in a number of Zhuāngzǐ stories. Namesake of the Guǎnzǐ 管子 anthology.
Guǎnzǐ 管子. ‘Various masters’ anthology named after Guǎn Zhòng.
Guō Xiàng 郭象(252–312 ce). Important later Daoist thinker who edited the thirty-three-book recension of the Zhuāngzǐ.
Hán 韓. A relatively weak central state. Conquered by Qín in 230 bce.
Hàn 漢dynasty (202 bce–220 ce). Dynasty that succeeded the Qín.
harmony. See hé 和.
hé 和(harmony, harmonize, coordinate, cooperate; pronounced roughly like ‘huh?’). A prominent ethical end in Zhuāngzǐ. In the context of relations between different parties, to harmonize is to remove conflict and find a way of cooperating or coexisting. It is not necessarily to reach agreement or concord. In the context of personal ethical cultivation, it is to eliminate disruption or conflict and maintain balance or equilibrium.
heart. See xīn 心.
heaven . See tiān 天.
Hóng Liè 鴻烈. Original title of the Huáinánzǐ.
huà 化(transform, change, evolve, develop). In many Zhuāngzǐ writings, the cosmos and all things within it are regarded as caught up in a constant process of huà (change or transformation). The adept agent is skilled at flowing along with and adapting to transformation. For passages that mention transformation, see the notes to §2.17.
Huáinánzǐ 淮南子. The title of a Hàn-era compendium written and edited under the patronage of Liǔ Ān 劉安, prince of Huáinán.
Huán, duke of Qí 齊桓公(d. 643 bce). The first of the five ‘hegemons’ during the Spring and Autumn period. Employer of Guǎn Zhòng.
Huìzǐ 惠子or Huì Shī 惠施. Zhuāngzǐ’s friend and interlocutor in many (presumably fictional) conversations. Renowned for inquiry and disputation (see §33.7). Reported to have served as prime minister of Wèi.
humanity, the human. See rén 人.
inevitable. See bù dé yǐ 不得已.
Jiǎ Yì 賈誼(d. 169 bce). Hàn-era essayist, poet, and political figure.
Jié 桀. Legendary tyrant, the cruel last ruler of the Xià dynasty, overthrown by King Tāng of the Shāng dynasty.
Jiē Yú 接予(fourth century bce?). Figure associated with the Jìxià assembly. Reported to have been from Qí. Appears as a character in the Zhuāngzǐ, but the context places him in Confucius’s day, in the early fifth century bce, long before his supposed lifetime.
jīng 精(vitality, vital fluid, refined form of something, quintessence). The refined, condensed form of qì (breath, vapour, energy), the dynamic stuff of which the cosmos and all things are constituted. In some contexts, jīng is simply the quintessence or pure, refined form of something.
jìng 靜(stillness, calm, quiet). Central concept in a prominent line of thought on ethical cultivation found in the Zhuāngzǐ. See the Introduction for example passages.
Jìxià 稷下. A large community of scholars and their followers retained by the kings of Qí from roughly the middle of the fourth century through the middle of the third century bce. Often referred to as the Jìxià ‘academy’, in the sense of a state-sponsored assembly of scholars. A reasonable conjecture is that the thought of some portions of the Zhuāngzǐ corpus originated among scholars at Jìxià, although the details are unknown.
jūnzǐ 君子(gentleman, prince). Like the English ‘gentleman’, jūnzǐ originally referred to a social rank but later came to be used primarily for an ethical status. In some Warring States texts, jūnzǐ refers to the ruler or prince. In others, especially Ruist ethical discussions, it is a label for an ethically ideal or admirable figure.
kě 可(allowable, acceptable, appropriate, permissible, possible; pronounced roughly ‘kuh’). In classical Chinese logic, an utterance is kě if it violates no semantic, logical, or pragmatic norms and so could be correct or appropriate in some situation. Conduct is kě if it is acceptable or appropriate.
kind. See lèi 類.
Kǒng Qiū 孔丘. Surname and given name of Confucius.
Kuāng 曠. Mythical figure renowned for regulating the standards of music.
Lǎo Dān 老聃. Personal name of Lǎozǐ. Lǎo Dān appears as a character in numerous dialogues and conversations in the Zhuāngzǐ.
Lǎozǐ 老子(Old Master). Teacher-figure who appears in a number of stories in the Zhuāngzǐ and other texts. Most likely fictional or a composite of several historical figures. After the Warring States period, a tradition developed of attributing to him the short fourth- to third-century collection known as the Dàodéjīng, and so that text is also called the Lǎozǐ.
lǐ 理(pattern, grain; to pattern, to organize, to manage; pronounced roughly ‘lee’). As a noun, a technical term for how things are organized, covering their structure, activity, interaction, and development. As a verb, the act of organizing things into an orderly pattern or arrangement.
lǐ 禮(ceremonial or ritual propriety; ceremonies or rites). In the Ruist tradition, norms of ceremonial propriety provide a formal guide to the ethical life.
lǐ yì 禮義(ceremonial propriety and duty). Compound term referring to norms of propriety and associated role-specific duties, or ethical and cultural norms and standards of right governing conduct in various social roles and situations. In contexts when yì is paired with lǐ, the translation renders it as ‘duty’.
Liǎng Huì Wáng 梁惠王(reigned 369–319 bce). Huì, King of Liǎng. The Shǐ Jì states that Zhuāngzǐ lived during his reign.
Liè Yùkòu 列御寇. Personal name of Lièzǐ.
Lièzǐ 列子. A legendary Daoist figure who appears in several Zhuāngzǐ stories. Namesake of book 32 and of the later anthology Lièzǐ 列子.
Liú Xiàng 劉向(77–6 bce). Hàn-era archivist, editor, and poet who edited several of the ‘various masters’ compilations.
Lǔ 魯. Small central state that was Confucius’s home. Absorbed by Chǔ in 249 bce.
Lǚ’s Annals 呂氏春秋. Also known as The Annals of Lǚ Bùwéi. Compendium of texts compiled under the sponsorship of Lǚ Bùwéi. The postface to the first major section, the ‘Records’, dates it to 239 bce. The other sections may be later.
Lù Démíng 陸德明 (d. 630 ce). Táng-dynasty scholar who commented on the Zhuāngzǐ.
lùn 論(discourse, assess, sort, discuss). To sort things into kinds (lèi) and discourse on the relations between them. To discuss affairs in a systematic way.
Méng 蒙. According to the Hàn dynasty Shǐ Jì 史記 (Records of the Grand Historian), a place where Zhuāng Zhōu was employed.
Mèngzǐ 孟子. ‘Various masters’ text named after the Ruist teacher Mèng Kē 孟軻.
mind. See xīn 心.
míng 名(names, titles, words, fame, reputation). The basic units of speech, used to refer to ‘objects’, ‘reality’, or ‘facts’ (shí 實). In early Chinese thought, all words are ‘names’. ‘Names’ may also refer to job titles or titles of social roles. ‘Name’ can also refer to fame, renown, or reputation.
míng 明(clear, bright; to understand, be clear about, clarify; understanding). In some contexts, sapience, or the capacity for attention, cognition, and understanding. Important concept in the epistemology and psychology of book 2 of the Zhuāngzǐ, reflecting a grasp of how shì-fēi distinctions function, particularly in respect to different perspectives and dào, or ways of acting. Characteristic of an ‘enlightened’ or ‘understanding’ mind. In some contexts, a feature of an ‘empty’ or a ‘clear’ mind, associated with radiant brightness.
mìng 命(command, mandate; fate, destiny; to name). The doctrine of heaven’s mìng (mandate) was an influential Zhōu dynasty view that political authority was justified by the command of heaven, a nature- or sky-deity. In early Ruism, mìng is sometimes understood as uncontrollable causal factors that shape outcomes independently of human effort or virtue. In Mohism, mìng is fatalism, the view that human effort does not affect the outcomes that befall us, which the Mohists reject. In Zhuāngzǐ, mìng is a label for uncontrollable factual circumstances, which we must accept and cope with. It is often paired with xìng 性 (inherent nature) to refer to our inherent dispositions plus the circumstances in which we find ourselves.
Mò 墨. Name for the Mohist school or movement. The Mohists and the Ruists (‘Confucians’) were the only two large-scale, named, self-identified schools or movements in late classical thought. Pronounced roughly ‘Mwuh.’
Mò Dí 墨翟. Personal name of Mòzǐ.
Mòzǐ 墨子(Master Mò; mid-fifth century bce). Teacher-figure who founded the Mohist movement, which lasted from the fifth through the second century bce.
myriad things. The standard expression in early Chinese texts for everything that exists within the cosmos is wàn wù 萬物, the ‘myriad’ or ‘ten thousand’ different (kinds of ) things. The ‘myriad things’ include events and situations.
name. See míng 名.
nature, inherent. See xìng 性
nature. See tiān 天.
non-action. See wú wéi 無為.
one. See yī 一.
order. See zhì 治.
patterns. See lǐ 理.
Péng Méng 彭蒙. Figure mentioned in the Zhuāngzǐ who was associated with the Jìxià assembly.
piān 篇(scroll, bundle, book). A long scroll made of bamboo strips used as writing material. Contrasts with cè. In modern Chinese books, piān are chapters, but in Warring States texts the word referred to physical scrolls, which could contain one or more individual works or a part of a longer work. See the Introduction.
Qí 齊. Powerful northeastern state. Some of the thought and writing contained in the Zhuāngzǐ may have originated among scholars at the Jìxià assembly sponsored by the kings of Qí.
qì 氣(breath, vapour, energy; pronounced roughly like ‘chee!’). In early Chinese cosmogony, metaphysics, and physiology, the dynamic energy-stuff of which everything is formed.
qí wù 齊物(to even or level things out; to make things equal). Phrase from the title of book 2, ‘Discourse on Evening Things Out’.
Qí Xuān Wáng 齊宣王(reigned 319–301 bce). Xuān, King of Qí. The Shǐ Jì states that Zhuāngzǐ lived during his reign.
qíng 情(feelings, conditions, facts, characteristics, constitution; pronounced roughly like ‘ching?’). Refers to the actual state of things, including occurrent psychological states and thus feelings. The qíng of something refers to characteristic features of or facts about it.
quintessence. See jīng 精.
rán 然(so, as it is, like that). What something is like or its features. What holds or is the case of some thing or situation.
rén 人(humanity, the human). A prominent theme in many Zhuāngzǐ passages is the relation between ‘heaven’ and ‘humanity’—that is, what comes from tiān, ‘heaven’ or ‘nature’, and what is produced by human undertaking. Conventional ethical values, political issues, and the pursuit of wealth and status are all considered aspects of ‘the human’. Nurturing one’s ‘life’ (shēng) and ‘Virtue’ (dé) are associated with ‘heaven’. See, for example, the cross-references in the explanatory notes to §17.1f.
rén 仁(benevolence, kindness, goodwill). A core virtue in early Chinese ethics, a form of concern, care, or kindness to others. Often understood relationally, such that the attitudes and conduct characteristic of rén may vary depending on whether one is dealing with family members, friends, neighbours, political superiors or subordinates, strangers, and so forth. In some Zhuāngzǐ passages, rén is rejected as an ethical value or norm on grounds such as that it is an inadequate guide to dào or that it interferes with people’s xìng. In other passages, it is endorsed but reinterpreted in distinctive ways.
rén yì 仁義(benevolence and righteousness, kindness and duty). A compound term for prevailing, mainstream ethical norms, combining the words rén (benevolence toward others) and yì (norms of dutifulness and righteousneous).
‘right’ and ‘wrong’. See shì-fēi 是非.
Robber Zhí 盜跖 Legendary fictional character who defies conventional conceptions of the good life by being vicious and immoral yet excellent and successful.
Rú 儒(erudite, scholar, Confucian). Name for the ethical, social, and political movement or tradition associated with figures such as Confucius, Mencius, and Xúnzǐ. The Rú and the Mò (Mohists) were the only prominent, self-identified ‘schools’ or ‘movements’ in late classical thought.
sage. See shèng rén 聖人.
self-so. See zì rán 自然.
Shāng 商(c.1600–1045 bce). The second of the Three Dynasties that preceded the Warring States period.
shén 神(spirit, spiritual). The capacity for sentience and agency, which may be attributed to persons or other entities, including heaven and ghosts. A core part of the person, composed of pure, condensed jīng or qì, that subconsciously controls action and other functioning. Also, an entity similar to a ghost or phantom. As an adjective, performance or results that are preternaturally efficacious or successful, as if done by spirits.
Shèn Dào 慎到. Figure associated with distinctive strain of extremist Daoist thought in §33.4. May have been associated with the Jìxià academy. Also the namesake of a collection of ‘Legalist’ political writings.
shén rén 神人(spirit, spiritual). An ideal figure who acts from the spirit within and has attained the mode of agency and efficacy associated with spirits.
shēng 生 (life, growth, birth, generation, production, health). The dynamic, ongoing process of birth, growth, and life, as bestowed by heaven or nature. In many Zhuāngzǐ passages, treated as a basic good, other things being equal. A widely held opinion was that since heaven bestows shēng on us, to follow the Way of nature we must nurture our shēng and thus our health and well-being. Sometimes linked to the concept of xìng (inherent dispositions), which determines how shēng is expressed or manifested.
shèng rén 聖人(sage). Ideal figure combining practical wisdom, Virtue, and competence in the Way.
shèng wáng 聖王(sage-kings). Six legendary ancient sage-kings are regularly cited in Warring States texts as ethical and political exemplars: Yáo 堯, Shùn 舜, Yǔ 禹, Tāng 湯, Wén 文, and Wǔ 武. In the Zhuāngzǐ, these figures are mentioned sometimes as exemplars, sometimes as objects of criticism or ridicule.
shénmíng 神明(spirit-understanding, spirit-awareness, spirit-illumination). This phrase can be construed as referring to the pairing of sentience (shén 神; spirit) with sapience (míng 明; illumination, understanding) or the capacity for agency (spirit) with the capacity for cognition (illumination, understanding). Here translated ‘spirit-intelligence’.
shí 實(objects, stuff, facts, reality; pronounced like ‘shr?’). The objects referred to by míng (names), or the facts or actual state of affairs. Can be used as a countable noun or a mass noun.
shì 士(scholar-gentleman, officer). Elite class of educated men often employed as officials, bureaucrats, and scholars.
shì 是(this, right, approve, endorse; pronounced like ‘shr!’). Paired with fēi 非 (not, wrong, to condemn, to reject) to express basic pro/con distinctions and action-guiding attitudes.
shì 適(fit, suit). A concept used in some Zhuāngzǐ passages to refer to fitting or apt conduct or conduct that attains an apt dào.
shì-fēi 是非(‘this’ versus ‘not’; ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’; ‘approve’ versus ‘reject’). A pair of terms used to express basic pro/con values and action-guiding attitudes. (The use of ‘this’ is partly similar to its use in social media comments today to express approval of a preceding post or comment.) Numerous Zhuāngzǐ passages cast doubt on the view that shì-fēi distinctions can be justified ‘ultimately’—absolutely or universally—and on the widely shared view that action is appropriately guided by distinguishing shì-fēi in a way that is clear and ‘constant’.
shǒu 首(section, piece, pericope). A measure word for a section of text that can be read independently.
shù 術(art, technique, method). Following the Way may involve various shù, or uncodifiable ‘arts’ or ‘methods’ relying on a trained, responsive feel for one’s context. In the translation, instances of shù are consistently rendered as ‘art’.
shùn 順(conform, accord, flow along with). In the Zhuāngzǐ, adept or appropriate action conforms to the changing contours of one’s context.
Shùn 舜. Legendary ancient sage-king, successor to Yáo, who passed the throne to the more capable and virtuous Shùn instead of to his own sons.
Sīmǎ Tán 司馬談 (d. 110 bce). Hàn era archivist and compiler—along with his son, Sīmǎ Qiān 司馬遷—of the Shì Jì 史記, often translated as ‘Records of the Grand Historian’.
six reaches, six directions. Up, down, and the four compass points. What is beyond the six reaches is beyond the realm of human knowledge and activity.
so. See rán 然.
Son of Heaven. See tiānzǐ 天子.
Sòng 宋. Weak central state conquered by Qí in 286. According to the Shǐ Jì, Sòng was Zhuāng Zhōu’s home state.
Sòng Xíng 宋鈃(late fourth to early third century bce?). An anti-war activist and thinker associated with the Jìxià academy. Often mentioned along with his associate Yǐn Wén 尹文. His views are reported by Xúnzǐ, who rebuts them, and in §33.3 of the Zhuāngzǐ. He is the same figure as Sòng Róngzǐ, mentioned in §1.1c.
spirit. See shén 神.
spirit-person. See shén rén 神人.
Spring and Autumn(Chūnqiū 春秋). Period in Chinese history from 770 to 481 bce, followed by the Warring States period. The Spring and Autumn period began when the Zhōu ruling house moved to a new, eastern capital in response to attacks by the Quǎnróng tribes.
stillness. See jìng 靜.
Tāng 湯(d. 1587 bce?). Legendary ancient sage-king, defeated the tyrant Jié to topple the Xià dynasty and found the Shāng dynasty.
things. See wù 物.
‘this’ and ‘not’. See shì-fēi 是非.
tiān 天(heaven, Nature, sky). The Zhōu dynasty deity. In some contexts, a nature- or sky-deity; in others, a semi-personalized conception of nature; in still others, a fully naturalistic conception of nature. The translation consistently renders tiān as ‘heaven’, although ‘Nature’ with a capital ‘N’ would be a defensible alternative. In many Zhuāngzǐ passages, the good or admirable life lies in fulfilling the capacities heaven bestows on us, in some passages understood as our ‘inherent nature’ (xìng 性), our ‘Virtue’ (dé 德), or our ‘life’ or ‘health’ (shēng 生). Some passages link fulfilling what is from heaven in us to the concept of the ‘genuine’ (zhēn 真). To maintain what is genuine in us is to nurture and live by what heaven bestows and not be distracted by concerns or ends that arise purely from ‘human’ activity. See the separate entries for rén 人 (humanity) and zhēn 真 (genuine) and the cross-references in the explanatory notes to, for example, §§17.1f, 5.5b, and 6.1f.
Tián 田 clan. Powerful family that controlled the state of Qí for most of the fourth and third centuries bce.
Tián Pián 田 駢. Figure mentioned in the Zhuāngzǐ who was associated with Jìxià.
tiān dì 天地(heaven-and-earth, the natural world). The compound ‘heaven and earth’ refers to the natural world, the realm of all between the sky and the earth.
tiān xià 天下(all under heaven, the realm, the social world). Whereas ‘heaven and earth’ refers to the natural world, ‘all under heaven’ refers to the social world, the world of humanity. The translation generally renders tiān xià as ‘all the world’, ‘the whole world’, or ‘the world’.
tiānzǐ 天子 (Son of Heaven). A title for the emperor or highest sovereign, who rules over all under heaven and answers to heaven.
tōng 通(competence, mastery, free-flowing, connecting, unobstructed). In the Zhuāngzǐ, a criterion and description of appropriate, effective action. To act according to the Way is to tōng—to connect through to where one is going in a free-flowing, competent manner.
transform. See huà 化.
ultimate person. See zhì rén 至人.
understanding. See míng 明.
use. See yòng 用.
Virtue. See dé 德.
vital breath, vital vapour. See qì 氣.
vitality, vital fluid. See jīng 精.
wander. See yóu 遊.
wàng 忘(forget, pay no mind to, pay no attention to). A prominent theme in treatments of performance psychology in Zhuāngzǐ. Excellent performance is associated with ‘forgetting’ extraneous factors (§§19.4, 19.10), and a technique for handling pressure is to ‘forget’ oneself and focus fully on the task at hand (§4.2b). At the same time, one mustn’t neglect—and thus must not ‘forget’—core sources of value (§§5.5a, 20.8). For other passages relevant to ‘forgetting’, see the notes to §19.4.
Warring States(zhàn guó 戰國). Period in Chinese history from 481 to 221 bce, marked by frequent war and shifting alliances between numerous states. Concluded in 221 bce when the powerful western state of Qín defeated its sole remaining rival, Qí, to establish the Qín dynasty.
way. See dào 道.
wéi 為(deem, act, undertake, be, become, judge). Any action or judgement may be an instance or a matter of wéi. In some Daoist writings, wéi denotes activity that originates from deliberate activity of the agent’s xīn (mind, heart) rather than by yīn 因, responsiveness to the patterns of one’s circumstances. Such activity is regarded as imposed on, and thus contrary to, the patterns of dào. Appropriate activity (and judgement) is wú wéi (non-action; acting without ‘undertaking’).
wèi 謂(call, refer, assert, state). An utterance that involves applying ‘names’ to objects. When speakers in Zhuāngzǐ conversations ask for an explanation of what someone has said, they typically ask what the speaker is wèi (referring to) or what something the speaker has said wèi (refers to). To produce more colloquial English, the translation sometimes renders wèi as ‘mean’. As the context makes clear, however, usually the point of the question is to explain what the speaker is referring to.
Wèi 魏. Powerful central state conquered by Qín in 225 bce.
Wén 文, king of Zhōu 周 (d. 1050 bce?). Along with King Wǔ, one of the founding sage-kings of the Zhōu dynasty.
Wèy 衛. Small central state. Romanized as ‘Wèy’ to distinguish it from Wèi.
Wú 吳. Eastern state conquered and absorbed by its southeastern rival Yuè in 473 bce.
Wǔ 武,king of Zhōu 周 (d. 1043 bce?). Along with his father King Wén, one of the founding sage-kings of the Zhōu dynasty.
wù 物(things, creatures, people). ‘Things’ are understood to be formed from and thus divided out of an initial, chaotic, formless mixture or jumble of qì 氣 (vital breath or energy). Depending on the context, wù may refer to all things; to animate things, or creatures; or to people. In some contexts, ‘others’ is an appropriate interpretation.
wú 無(absence, non-existence). Contrasts with yǒu 有 (presence, existence). In some Zhuāngzǐ passages, the cosmos is depicted as originating from a state of primal non-existence.
wú wéi 無為(non-action, non-interference, not taking initiative). A normative view on which appropriate action is marked by the absence of ‘initiative’ or ‘undertaking’ (wéi) that imposes one’s personal biases (sī) on a situation, rather than ‘responding’ (yīn) or ‘conforming’ (shùn) to the circumstances. It is helpful to think of wú wéi as ‘non-interference’ in things. Wú wéi is a prominent motif in certain parts of the Zhuāngzǐ, particularly in the different variants of ‘Laoist’ political views in books 10–14 and in descriptions of the operations of the Way, as in §§6.3 and 25.10. In some passages, it is treated as part of ethical cultivation (§§15.2, 23.7), while in one it is proposed as a means of attaining ethical know-how (§18.1). For further passages relevant to wú wéi, see the notes to §18.1.
Wǔ Zǐxū 伍子胥. A minister who warned King Fū Chāi of Wǔ about the risk of attack from Yuè until forced to commit suicide for purported disloyalty. After his death, his warnings proved prescient. Used as a stock example of a worthy minister who died because of his worthiness.
Xià 夏. The first of the Three Dynasties that preceded the Warring States era, generally regarded as legendary. Supposedly founded by Yǔ.
xiào 孝(filiality, filial devotion; pronounced roughly like ‘shee-ow!’). A core ethical virtue in many traditions of Warring States thought.
Xiāoyáo Yóu 逍遙遊(wandering or rambling about without any fixed aim or direction). The title of book 1. Xiāoyáo is an adverb for moving about without a purpose or destination; yóu refers to wandering, rambling, or play.
xīn 心(heart, mind, intention, attitude; pronounced roughly like ‘shin’). In much Warring States thought, the governing organ of the body, located in the centre of the chest, responsible for thought and for directing action. Zhuāngzǐ §2.2c appears to mock the widespread view that the mind is the ‘ruler’ of the other parts of the person. Other Zhuāngzǐ passages, such as §4.1c, indicate that adept action is not guided by the mind but by the ‘vital breath’ or by the ‘spirit’. The translation uses ‘mind’ for xīn in some places and ‘heart’ in others. To more fully appreciate the flavour of the original, readers can keep in mind that throughout the translation the two English words could equally well be exchanged.
xíng 形(form, shape, body; to take form or shape, to manifest outwardly; pronounced roughly like ‘shing?’). The physical form of something, in the Zhuāngzǐ often used to refer to the human body. The underlying Way of nature and the origins of things are without form. Since most ‘names’ were regarded as picking out things on the basis of their form, what is formless is thereby also nameless.
xìng 性(inherent nature, character, or dispositions; pronounced roughly like ‘shing!’). Things’ or agents’ intrinsic tendencies or dispositions, which determine their features and how they tend to act, independently of education or socialization. Often linked to health, such that to be healthy and to nurture our shēng (life), we must act according to our xìng. In some Zhuāngzǐ passages, xìng is treated as a basis for normative assessments: activity conforming to xìng is appropriate, activity conflicting with it is misguided. See, for example, §§8.1, 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5 9.1, 9.2, 10.2b, 11.1, 11.3, 12.12, 12.15, 13.5, 14.6b, 16.1, 16.2; 23.1c, 24.3, 25.6, 29.1c, and 29.2c.
xū 虛(empty, vacant, open, indeterminate, unformed; pronounced roughly like the second syllable of ‘tissue’). The absence of any determinate features, forms, or objects. Xū usually refers to what is open, indeterminate, and unfixed rather than absence or void and so is distinct from kōng 空 (void, empty) and wú 無 (absence, non-existence). The translation generally renders it as ‘empty’, although in some contexts ‘open’ would be equally appropriate. In some Zhuāngzǐ passages, xū is an indeterminate, responsive psycho-physiological state pivotal to appropriate action.
Xúnzǐ 荀子(‘Master Xún’). ‘Various masters’ text named after the Ruist teacher Xún Kuàng 荀況.
yán 言(speech, statements, words, teachings). Any utterance expressing a thought or intention constitutes yán. A widely shared outlook in Warring States philosophy paired yán with xíng 行 (conduct) and held that explicit yán (verbal maxims or teachings) could effectively guide listeners in conducting themselves according to the Way. This outlook is rejected throughout Zhuāngzǐ writings that treat the role of yán. Instead, as in some sections of the Dàodéjīng, in some Zhuāngzǐ passages we find references to an ‘unspoken’ teaching—a way of guiding action that is not formulated in yán. The translation sometimes renders yán as ‘speech’, sometimes as ‘words’.
Yān 燕. Northeastern state conquered by Qín in 222 bce.
Yán Huí 顏回. Confucius’s favourite and most talented student. He appears frequently as a character in Zhuāngzǐ stories.
Yán Yuān 顏淵. Another name for Yán Huí.
yǎng 養(nurture, foster, develop, cultivate, provide for; pronounced like ‘yahng’). Yǎng shēng (nurturing life), or maintaining good health and fulfilling one’s life-process, was a prominent third-century ethical stance. In Xúnzǐ, ethical norms are understood to ‘nurture’ or ‘provide for’ people’s well-being.
Yáng Zhū 楊朱. Yáng is a prominent figure in Warring States thought, but it is difficult to pin down the doctrines he is supposed to stand for. The Mencius attributes to him the ethical egoist stance of acting ‘for oneself’ (wèi wǒ 為我). Several Zhuāngzǐ passages criticize Yáng but none mention acting ‘for oneself’. Section 24.4 includes him in a list of five major doctrinal rivals without specifying the content of his views. In §8.1a, he and Mòzǐ are castigated for excessive interest in useless disputation; in §10.1c he is among a group of figures dismissed for disruptive outward displays of Virtue; in §12.15, he is again paired with Mòzǐ and lambasted for harming people’s inherent nature. Book 13 of the Hàn dynasty compendium Huáinánzǐ describes Yáng’s teachings as ‘fulfilling the inherent nature, preserving the genuine, and not letting things encumber the body’, a doctrinal outlook that converges with that of many sections of the Zhuāngzǐ, but no Zhuāngzǐ passage identifies Yáng with these views.
Yáo 堯. Legendary ancient sage-king who supposedly passed his throne to the worthy Shùn rather than to one of his own sons.
Yellow Emperor 黃帝. Legendary sagely sovereign of high antiquity. Appears as a character in several Zhuāngzǐ stories.
yī 一(one, unity, identity, totality; pronounced roughly ‘eee’). Some Zhuāngzǐ passages emphasize identification with the One, understood as the respects in which everything in the cosmos can be considered a unity or totality or the respects in which everything is part of a unified, unending cycle of creation and decay.
yì 意(attention, intention, thought; pronounced ‘ee!’). Yì may direct action and may be expressed by yán (speech).
yì 義(duty, righteousness, norms, morality). In some contexts, yì refers to duties or norms of conduct associated with social roles. In such contexts, the translation usually renders it as ‘duty’. In others, its use is more similar to the general concept of rightness, in which case the translation renders it as ‘righteousness’ or ‘norms’. Often paired with rén 仁 (benevolence), as rén yì, to refer to the prevailing ethical norms of benevolence and righteousness. Some Zhuāngzǐ passages reject these norms as guides to or justifications of conduct. Others recast them in distinctive ways.
yīn 因(reason, cause, basis; to respond to, act on the basis of, or act according to something). In the Zhuāngzǐ, refers to allowing action to be prompted and guided by the context, rather than imposed on it according to predetermined intentions or norms.
yīn shì 因是(responsive ‘this’, adjusting ‘this’ in response to the context). Important concept introduced in §§2.4c, 2.6b, and 2.6c, combining the notion of yīn (responding, acting on the basis of ) with the indexical functions of shì (this, right) to articulate an ideal of flexibly adjusting how one distinguishes shì-fēi to the features of particular contexts.
yīn-yáng 陰陽. Two basic types of qì (dynamic breath or vapour), primal negative (yīn) and positive (yáng) elemental energies. The balance and interaction between them determines various phenomena, including the seasons, the weather, and our psycho-physiological health.
yòng 用. The contextual, relative nature of ‘use’ and ‘uselessness’ are a major motif explored across many Zhuāngzǐ passages. See the cross-references in the notes to §1.4.
yóu 遊(wander, roam, ramble, play, associate with; pronounced like ‘yo?’). ‘Wandering’ features in the title of book 1 and is valorized in a number of Zhuāngzǐ passages. Some interpreters treat it as central to a Zhuangist view of the good life, although strictly speaking it is a prominent theme in only a narrow selection of Zhuāngzǐ passages. It refers to a playful, fulfilling mode of activity without a predetermined or fixed end, direction, or boundaries, in which we adapt to changing circumstances according to our capacities and propensities, employing our Virtue (dé 德) to ‘ride along’ with the situations we encounter. In place of the prevailing metaphorical conception of the Way as a well-defined path along which we ‘walk’ or ‘proceed’ (xíng 行) towards some predefined end, the ‘wandering’ ideal suggests a conception of the Way as a field or landscape through which we ‘wander’ or ‘roam’ without any specified destination.
Yǔ 禹. Legendary ancient sage-king, successor to Shùn. According to legend, he carried out vast flood-control projects across much of the known world, dedicating himself so selflessly to benefiting others that he passed by his own home three times without entering, though he could hear his wife and children weeping over his absence.
Yuè 越. A state in the southeast defeated in 334 bce by Chǔ and Qí, which split its territory between them.
Zēng and Shǐ. Zēng Shēn 曾參 and Shǐ Qiū 史鰌, two paragons of moral virtue treated as objects of scorn in several Zhuāngzǐ passages. Zēng was a disciple of Confucius renowned for benevolence and filial devotion. Shǐ was a Spring and Autumn era minister of Wèi known for his sense of loyalty and duty.
Zēngzǐ 曾子. Personal name of Zēng Shēn 曾參, influential student of Confucius. Target of scorn in some Zhuāngzǐ passages.
Zhào 趙. Central state, conquered by Qín in 228 bce.
zhēn 真(genuineness, what something really, originally, or genuinely is). A concept used in some Zhuāngzǐ passages to refer to an ethically ideal state. Typically associated with attaining an appropriate relation to tiān 天 (nature or heaven).
zhī 知(knowing, knowledge, wisdom, understanding, awareness).
zhì 志(intent, intention, purpose, aim; prounced ‘jr!’). Typically, the direction, aim, or focus of the xīn (heart). In some contexts, a synonym for yì (intention, thought).
zhì 治(order, control, govern; prounced ‘jr!’). ‘Good order’ (zhì) is a basic good in much of Warring States ethical and political discourse.
zhì rén 至人(ultimate person, utmost person). Term for an ideal figure distinctive of Zhuāngzǐ writings. A person who has attained the ultimate level of Virtue and competence in the Way.
Zhōu 周(c.1045–256 bce; pronounced like ‘joe’). The third of the Three Dynasties preceding the Warring States period, founded by the sage-king Wǔ. After 771, when the royal house moved their capital to the east, its power steadily declined. During the Warring States era, the Zhōu king exerted little influence over other states.
Zhòu 紂(d. 1046 bce?). Legendary last ruler of the Shāng dynasty. According to tradition, a vicious, dissolute tyrant.
Zhuāng Zhōu 莊周 (late fourth to mid-third century bce?; pronounced roughly ‘jwong joe’). Figure after whom the Zhuāngzǐ anthology is named. He appears as character in a number of stories in the Zhuāngzǐ, which may have a partly factual basis or may be wholly fictional. His role in producing the text, if any, is unclear.
Zhuāngzǐ 莊子 (‘Master Zhuāng’). The title of the Zhuāngzǐ anthology, or, unitalicized, an honourific title for Zhuāng Zhōu.
zǐ 子(pronounced roughly ‘dz’). A prefix used in many courtesy names. A ‘courtesy name’ or ‘style name’ was a second name, in addition to their given name, traditionally given to men when they reached the age of twenty suì. The first syllable of many courtesy names, zǐ, can be interpreted as an honorific, such as ‘mister’ or the Japanese ‘-san’.
zì rán 自然(self-so, in-and-of-itself, so-of-itself; pronounced roughly like ‘dz-ran?’). A state in which things proceed along a course of activity driven entirely by factors inherent to them, without guidance, direction, or interference from external sources. A prominent ideal in certain sections of the Dàodéjˉıng and the Zhuāngzǐ.
Zǐgòng 子貢. Prominent disciple of Confucius, later a successful, influential, and wealthy official. He appears in several Zhuāngzǐ stories.
zōng 宗(ancestor, source, ancestral source). The mysterious source or wellspring from which things descend or derive, often thought to be identical to the Way of nature or the cosmos. Features in the title of book 6. The translation consistently renders zōng as ‘ancestral source’. See the cross-references in the notes to the title of book 6 and to §5.1.
Zōu Yǎn 鄒衍. Major ‘cosmological’ or ‘naturalist’ figure associated with the Jìxià assembly of scholars.
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