
The Zhuangzi
Once Zhuang Zhou dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and
doing as he pleased. He didn't know he was Zhuang Zhou. Suddenly, he woke up and there he was, solid and
unmistakable Zhuang Zhou. But he didn't know if he was Zhuang Zhou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a
butterfly dreaming he was Zhuang Zhou. Between Zhuang Zhou and a butterfly there must be some distinction! This
is called the Transformation of Things.  (Section 2: Discussion on Making All Things Equal) 

Introduction 
[Here is the first section of Burton Watson’s introduction to his translation followed by a few selections from his translation.]

All we know about the identity of Zhuangzi, or Master Zhuang, are the few facts recorded in the brief notice given
him in the Shiji or Records of the Historian (ch. 63) by Sima Qian (145?—89? B.C.). According to this account, his
personal name was Zhou, he was a native of a place called Meng, and he once served as “an official in the lacquer
garden” in Meng. Sima Qian adds that he lived at the same time as King Hui (370—319 B.C.) of Liang and King
Xuan (319—301 B.C.) of Qi, which would make him a contemporary of Mencius, and that he wrote a work in
100,000 words or more which was “mostly in the nature of fable.” A certain number of anecdotes concerning
Zhuangzi appear in the hook that bears his name, though it is difficult, in view of the deliberate fantasy that
characterizes the book as a whole, to regard these as reliable biography.

Scholars disagree as to whether “lacquer garden” is the name a specific location, or simply means lacquer
groves in general, and the location of Meng is uncertain, though it was probably in present-day Henan, south of the
Yellow River. If this last supposition is correct, it means that Zhuang Zhou was a native of the state of Song, a fact
which may have important implications.

When the Zhou people of western China conquered and replaced the Shang or Yin dynasty around the eleventh
century B.C., they enfeoffed the descendants of the Shang kings as rulers of the region of Song in eastern Henan, in
order that they might carry on the sacrifices to their illustrious ancestors. Though Song was never an important state,
it managed to maintain its existence throughout the long centuries of the Zhou dynasty until 286 B.C., when it was
overthrown by three of its neighbors and its territory divided up among them. It is natural to suppose that not only
the ruling house, but many of the citizens of Song as well, were descended from the Shang people, and that they
preserved to some extent the rites, customs, and ways of thought that had been characteristic of Shang culture. The
Book of Odes, it may be noted, contains five “Hymns of Shang” which deal with the legends of the Shang royal
family and which scholars agree were either composed or handed down by the rulers of the state of Song. Song led a
precarious existence, constantly invaded or threatened by more powerful neighbors, and in later centuries its
weakness was greatly aggravated by incessant internal strife, the ruling house of Song possessing a history unrivaled
for its bloodiness even in an age of disorder. Its inhabitants, as descendants of the conquered Shang people, were
undoubtedly despised and oppressed by the more powerful states which belonged to the lineage of the Zhou
conquerors, and the “man of Song” appears in the literature of late Zhou times as a stock figure of the ignorant
simpleton.

All these facts of Song life—the preservation of the legends and religious beliefs of the Shang people, the
political and social oppression, the despair born of weakness and strife—may go far to elucidate the background



Introduction to Philosophy                                                                     The Zhuangzi—  2
from which Zhuangzi’s thought sprang, and to explain why, in its skepticism and mystical detachment, it differs so
radically from Confucianism, the basically optimistic and strongly political-minded philosophy which developed in
the Zhou lineage states of Lu and Qi. But since we know so little about the life and identity of Zhuangzi or his
connection with the book that bears his name, it is perhaps best not to seek too assiduously to establish a direct
causal connection between the background and the philosophy.

Whoever Zhuang Zhou was, the writings attributed to him bear the stamp of a brilliant and original mind.
Instead of speculating upon the possible sources from which this mind drew its ideas, let us turn to an examination
of the ideas themselves. I shall simply state that from here on, when I speak of Zhuangzi, I am referring not to a
specific individual known to us through history, but to the mind, or group of minds, revealed in the text called
Zhuangzi, particularly the first seven sections of that text.

The central theme of the Zhuangzi may be summed up in a single word: freedom. Essentially, all the
philosophers of ancient China addressed themselves to the same problem: how is man to live in a world dominated
by chaos, suffering, and absurdity? Nearly all of them answered with some concrete plan of a action designed to
reform the individual, to reform society, and eventually to free the world from its ills. The proposals put forward by
the Confucians, the Mohists, and the Legalists, to name some of the principal schools of philosophy, are all different,
but all are based upon the same kind of common-sense approach to the problem, and all seek for concrete social,
political, and ethical reforms to solve it. Zhuangzi’s answer, however, the answer of one branch of the Daoist school,
is radically different from these, and is grounded upon a wholly different type of thinking. It is the answer of a
mystic, and in attempting to describe it here in clear and concrete language, I shall undoubtedly be doing violence to
its essentially mystic and indescribable nature. Zhuangzi’s answer to the question is: free yourself from the world.

What does he mean by this? In a section not translated here (sec. 23), he tells the story of a man named Nanrong
Zhu who went to visit the Daoist sage Laozi in hopes of finding some solution to his worries. When he appeared,
Laozi promptly inquired, “Why did you come with all this crowd of people?” The man whirled around in
astonishment to see if there was someone standing behind him. Needless to say, there was not; the “crowd of
people” that he came with was the baggage of old ideas, the conventional concepts of right and wrong, good and
bad, life and death, that he lugged about with him wherever he went.

It is this baggage of conventional values that man must first of all discard before he can he free. Zhuangzi saw
the same human sufferings that Confucius, Mozi, and Mencius saw. He saw the man-made ills of war, poverty, and
injustice. He saw the natural ills of disease and death. But he believed that they were ills only because man
recognized them as such. If man would once forsake his habit of labeling things good or bad, desirable or
undesirable, then the man-made ills, which are the product of man’s purposeful and value-ridden actions, would
disappear and the natural ills that remain would no longer be seen as ills, but as an inevitable part of the course of
life. Thus, in Zhuangzi’s eyes, man is the author of his own suffering and bondage, and all his fears spring from the
web of values created by himself alone. Zhuangzi sums up this whole diseased, fear-struck condition of mankind in
the macabre metaphor of the leper woman who, “when she gives birth to a child in the deep of the night, rushes to
fetch a torch and examine it, trembling with terror lest it look like herself” (sec. 12).

But how is one to persuade the leper woman that disease and ugliness are mere labels that have no real validity?
It is no easy task, and for this reason the philosophy of Zhuangzi, like most mystical philosophies, has seldom been
fully understood and embraced in its pure form by more than a small minority. Most of the philosophies of ancient
China are addressed to the political or intellectual elite; Zhuangzi’s is addressed to the spiritual elite.

Difficult though the task may be, however, Zhuangzi employs every resource of rhetoric in his efforts to awaken
the reader to the essential meaninglessness of conventional values and to free him from their bondage. One device
he uses to great effect is the pointed or paradoxical anecdote, the non sequitur or apparently nonsensical remark that
jolts the mind into awareness of a truth outside the pale of ordinary logic—a device familiar to Western readers of
Chinese and Japanese Zen literature. The other device most common in his writings is the pseudological discussion
or debate that starts out sounding completely rational and sober, and ends by reducing language to a gibbering
inanity. These two devices will be found in their purest form in the first two sections of the Zhuangzi, which together
constitute one of the fiercest and most dazzling assaults ever made not only upon man’s conventional system of
values, but upon his conventional concepts of time, space, reality, and causation as well.

Finally, Zhuangzi uses throughout his writings that deadliest of weapons against all that is pompous, staid, and
holy: humor. Most Chinese philosophers employ humor sparingly—a wise decision, no doubt, in view of the serious
tone they seek to maintain—and some of them seem never to have heard of it at all. Zhuangzi, on the contrary,
makes it the very core of his style, for he appears to have known that one good laugh would do more than ten pages
of harangue to shake the reader’s confidence in the validity of his pat assumptions.

In Zhuangzi’s view, the man who has freed himself from conventional standards of judgment can no longer be
made to suffer, for he refuses to recognize poverty as any less desirable than affluence, to recognize death as any less
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desirable than life. He does not in any literal sense withdraw and hide from the world—to do so would show that he
still passed judgment upon the world. He remains within society but refrains from acting out of the motives that lead
ordinary men to struggle for wealth, fame, success, or safety. He maintains a state that Zhuangzi refers to as wuwei,
or inaction, meaning by this term not a forced quietude, but a course of action that is not founded upon any
purposeful motives of gain or striving. In such a state, all human actions become as spontaneous and mindless as
those of the natural world. Man becomes one with Nature, or Heaven, as Zhuangzi calls it, and merges himself with
Dao, or the Way, the underlying unity that embraces man, Nature, and all that is in the universe.

To describe this mindless, purposeless mode of life, Zhuangzi turns most often to the analogy of the artist or
craftsman. The skilled woodcarver, the skilled butcher, the skilled swimmer does not ponder or ratiocinate on the
course of action he should take; his skill has become so much a part of him that he merely acts instinctively and
spontaneously and, without knowing why, achieves success. Again, Zhuangzi employs the metaphor of a totally free
and purposeless journey, using the word you (to wander, or a wandering) to designate the way in which the
enlightened man wanders through all of creation, enjoying its delights without ever becoming attached to any one
part of it.

But, like all mystics, Zhuangzi insists that language is in the end grievously inadequate to describe the true Way,
or the wonderful freedom of the man who has realized his identity with it. Again and again, he cautions that he is
giving only a “rough” or “reckless” description of these things, and what follows is usually a passage of highly
poetic and paradoxical language that in fact conveys little more than the essential ineffability of such a state of
being.

These mystical passages, with their wild and whirling words, need not puzzle the reader if he recognizes them
for what they are, but there is one aspect of them that calls for comment. Often Zhuangzi describes the Daoist sage
or enlightened man in terms which suggest that he possesses magical powers, that he moves in a trancelike state, that
he is impervious to all harm and perhaps even immortal. In these descriptions, Zhuangzi is probably drawing upon
the language of ancient Chinese religion and magic, and there were undoubtedly men in his day, as there were in
later centuries, who believed that such magical powers, including the power to become immortal, were attainable. I
am inclined to believe that Zhuangzi—that is, the author of the most profound and penetrating portions of the book
which bears his name—intended these descriptions to be taken metaphorically. But there is evidence elsewhere in
the Zhuangzi that they were taken literally, and countless followers of the Daoist school in later ages certainly
interpreted them that way. Perhaps, as Arthur Waley says, the best approach is not to attempt to draw any sharp line
between rationalism and superstition, between philosophy and magic, but to be prepared to find them mingled and
overlapping. After all, it is the drawing of forced and unnatural distinctions that Zhuangzi most vehemently
condemns. In the end, the best way to approach Zhuangzi, I believe, is not to attempt to subject his thought to
rational and systematic analysis, but to read and reread his words until one has ceased to think of what he is saying
and instead has developed an intuitive sense of the mind moving behind the words, and of the world in which it
moves.

Section 1: Free and Easy Wandering
In the northern darkness there is a fish and his name is Kun. The Kun is so huge I don’t know how many

thousand li he measures. He changes and becomes a bird whose name is Peng. The back of the Peng measures I
don’t know how many thousand li across and, when he rises up and flies off, his wings are like clouds all over the
sky. When the sea begins to move, this bird sets off for the southern darkness, which is the lake of Heaven.

The Universal Harmony records various wonders, and it says: “When the Peng journeys to the southern
darkness, the waters are roiled for three thousand li. He beats the whirlwind and rises ninety thousand li, setting off
on the sixth-month gale.” Wavering heat, bits of dust, living things blown about by the wind—the sky looks very
blue. Is that its real color, or is it because it is so far away and has no end? When the bird looks down, all he sees is
blue too.

If water is not piled up deep enough, it won’t have the strength to bear up a big boat. Pour a cup of water into a
hollow in the floor and bits of trash will sail on it like boats. But set the cup there and it will stick fast, for the water
is too shallow and the boat too large. If wind is not piled up deep enough, it won’t have the strength to bear up great
wings. Therefore when the Peng rises ninety thousand li, he must have the wind under him like that. Only then he
can mount on the back of the wind, shoulder the blue sky, and nothing can hinder or block him. Only then can he set
his eyes to the south.”

The cicada and the little dove laugh at this, saying, “When we make an effort and fly up, we can get as far as the
elm or the sapanwood tree, but sometimes we don’t make it and just fall down to the ground. Now how is anyone
going to go ninety-thousand li to the south!”
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IF you go off to the green woods nearby, you can take along food for three meals and come back with your

stomach as full as ever. If you are going a hundred li, you must grind your grain the night before; and if you are
going a thousand li, you must start getting the provisions together three months in advance. What do these two
creatures understand? Little understanding cannot come up to great understanding; the short-lived cannot come up to
the long-lived.

How do I know this is so? The morning mushroom knows nothing of twilight and dawn; the summer cicada
knows nothing of spring and autumn. They are the short-lived. South of the Chu there is a caterpillar which counts
five hundred years as one spring and five hundred years as one autumn. Long, long ago there was a great rose of
Sharon that counted eight thousand years as one spring and eight thousand years as one autumn. They are the long-
lived. Yet Pengzu1 alone is famous today for having lived a long time, and everybody tries to ape him. Isn’t it
pitiful!”

*  *  *

Yao wanted to cede the empire to Xu You. “When the sun and moon have already come out,” he said, “it’s a waste
of light to go on burning torches, isn’t it? When the seasonal rains are falling, it’s a waste of water to go on irritating
the fields. If you took the throne, the world would be well ordered. I go on occupying it, but all I can see are my
failings. I beg to turn over the world to you.”

Xu You said, “You govern the world and the world is already well governed. Now if I take your place, will I be
doing it for a name? But name is only the guest of reality—will I be doing it so I can play the part of a guest? When
the tailorbird builds her nest in the deep wood, she uses no more than one branch. When the mole drinks at the river,
he takes no more than a bellyful. Go home and forget the matter, my lord. I have no use for the rulership of the
world! Though the cook may not run his kitchen properly, the priest and the impersonator of the dead at the sacrifice
do not leap over the wine casks and sacrificial stands and go take his place.”

*  *  *

Jian Wu said to Lian Shu, “I was listening to Jie Yu’s talk—big and nothing to back it up, going on and on without
turning around. I was completely dumbfounded at his words—no more end than the Milky Way, wild and wide of
the mark, never coming near human affairs!”

“What were his words like?” asked Lian Shu.
“He said that there is a Holy Man living on faraway Gushe Mountain, with skin like ice or snow, and gentle and

shy like a young girl. He doesn’t eat the five grains, but sucks the wind, drinks the dew, climbs up on the clouds and
mist, rides a flying dragon, and wanders beyond the four seas. By concentrating his spirit, he can protect creatures
from sickness and plague and make the harvest plentiful. I thought this was all insane and refused to believe it.”

“You would!” said Lian Shu. “We can’t expect a blind man to appreciate beautiful patterns or a deaf man to
listen to bells and drums. And blindness and deafness are not confined to the body alone—the understanding has
them too, as your words just now have shown. This man, with this virtue of his, is about to embrace the ten thousand
things and roll them into one. Though the age calls for reform, why should he wear himself out over the affairs of
the world? There is nothing that can harm this man. Though flood waters pile up to the sky, he will not drown.
Though a great drought melts metal and stone and scorches the earth and hills, he will not be burned. From his dust
and leavings alone you could mold a Yao or a Shun! Why should he consent to bother about mere things?”

*  *  *

Huizi said to Zhuang Zi, "I have a big tree named  shu. Its trunk is too gnarled and bumpy to apply a measuring line
to, its branches too bent and twisty to match up to a compass or square. You could stand it by the road and no
carpenter would look at it twice. Your words, too, are big and useless, and so everyone alike spurns them!"

Zhuang Zi said, "Maybe you've never seen a wildcat or a weasel. It crouches down and hides, watching for
something to come along. It leaps and races east and west, not hesitating to go high or low___until it falls into the trap
and dies in the net. Then again there's the yak, big as a cloud covering the sky. It certainly knows how to be big,
though it doesn't know how to catch rats. Now you have this big tree and you're distressed because it's useless. Why
don't you plant it in Not-Even-Anything Village, or the field of Broad-and-Boundless, relax and do nothing by its

1A sage said to have lived for many centuries (but obviously still far short of caterpillar of Chu and the rose
of Sharon).
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side, or lie down for a free and easy sleep under it? Axes will never shorten its life, nothing can ever harm it. If
there's no use for it, how can it come to grief or pain?" 

Section 2: Discussion on Making All Things Equal
Words are not just wind. Words have something to say. But if what they have to say is not fixed, then do they

really say something? Or do they say nothing? People suppose that words are different from the peeps of baby birds,
but is there any difference, or isn’t there? What does the Way rely upon, that we have true and false? What do words
rely upon, that we have right and wrong? How can the Way go away and not exist? How can words exist and not be
acceptable? When the Way relies on little accomplishments and words rely on vain show, then we have the rights
and wrongs of the Confucians and the Mohists. What one calls right the other calls wrong; what one calls wrong the
other calls right. But if we want to right their wrongs and wrong their rights, then the best thing to use is clarity. [. . .]

But to wear out your brain trying to make things into one without realizing that they are all the same—this is
called “three in the morning.” What do I mean by “three in the morning?” When the monkey trainer was handing out
acorns, he said, “You get three in the morning and four at night.” This made all the monkeys furious. “Well, then,”
he said, “you get four in the morning and three at night.” The monkeys were all delighted. There was no change in
the reality behind the words, and yet the monkeys responded with joy and anger. Let them, if they want to. So the
sage harmonizes with both right and wrong and rest in Heaven the Equalizer. This is called the walking of two
roads.

*  *  *

Now I am going to make a statement here. I don’t know whether it fits into the category of other people’s statements
or not. But whether it fits into their category of whether it doesn’t, it obviously fits into some category. So in that
respect it si no different from their statement. However, let me try making my statement.

There is a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to be a beginning. There is a not yet beginning to be a not yet
beginning to be a beginning. There is being. There is nonbeing. There is a not yet beginning to be nonbeing. There is
a not yet beginning to be a not yet beginning to be nonbeing. Suddenly there is being and nonbeing. But between
this being and nonbeing, I don’t really know which is being and which is nonbeing. Now I have just said something.
But I don’t know whether what I have said has really said something or whether it hasn’t said something. [ . . .]

*  *  *

Nie Que asked Wang ni, “Do you know what all things agree in calling right?”
“How would I know that?” said Wang Ni.
“Do you know that you don’t know it?”
“How would I know that?”
“Then do things know nothing?”
“How would I know that? However, suppose I try saying something. What way do I have of knowing that if I

say I know something I don’t really not know it? Or what way do I have of knowing that if I say I don’t know
something I don’t really in fact know it? Now let me ask you some questions. If a man sleeps in a damp place, his
back aches and he ends up half paralyzed, but is this true of a loach? If he lives in a tree, he is terrified and shakes
with fright, but is this true of a monkey? Of these three creatures, then, which one knows the proper place to live?
Men eat the flesh of grass-fed and grain-fed animals, dear eat grass, centipedes find snakes tasty, and hawks and
falcons relish mice. Of these four, which knows how food ought to taste? Monkeys pair with monkeys, deer go out
with deer, and fish play around with fish. Men claim that Maoqiang and Lady Li were beautiful, but if fish saw them
they would fly away, and if deer saw them they would break into a run. Of these four, which knows how to fix the
standard of beauty for the world? The way I see it, the rules of benevolence and righteousness and the paths of right
and wrong are all hopelessly snarled and jumbled. How could I know anything about such discriminations?”

“Nie Que said, “If you don’t know what is profitable or harmful, then does the Perfect Man likewise know
nothing of such things?”

Wang Ni replied, “The Perfect Man is godlike. Though the great swamps blaze, they cannot burn him’ though
the great rivers freeze, they cannot chill him; though swift lightning splits the hills and howling gales shake the sea,
they cannot frighten him. A man like this rides the clouds and mist, straddles the sun and moon, and wanders beyond
the four seas. Even life and death have no effect on him, much less the rules of profit and loss.”
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*  *  *

“He who dreams of drinking wine may weep when morning comes; he who dreams of weeping may in the morning
go off to hunt. While he is dreaming he does not know it is a dream, and in his dream he may even try to interpret a
dream. Only after he wakes does he know it was a dream. And someday there will be a great awakening when we
know that this is all a great dream. Yet the stupid believe that they are awake, busily and brightly assuming they
understand things, calling this man ruler, that one herdsman—how dense! Confucius and you are both dreaming!
And when I say you are dreaming, I am dreaming, too. Words like these will be labeled the Supreme Swindle. Yet,
after ten thousand generations, a great sage may appear who will know their meaning, and it will still be as though
he appeared with astonishing speed.

"Suppose you and I have had an argument. If you have beaten me instead of my beating you, then are you
necessarily right and am I necessarily wrong? If I have beaten you instead of your beating me, then am I necessarily
right and are you necessarily wrong? Is one of us right and the other wrong? Are both of us right or are both of us
wrong? If you and I don't know the answer, then other people are bound to be even more in the dark. Whom shall we
get to decide what is right? Shall we get someone who agrees with you to decide? But if he already agrees with you,
how can he decide fairly? Shall we get someone who agrees with me, how can he decide? Shall we get someone
who disagrees with both of us? But if he already agrees with both of us, how can he decide? Shall we get someone
who agrees with both of us? But if he already agrees with both of us, how can he decide? Obviously, then, neither
you nor I nor anyone else can know the answer. Shall we wait for still another person?

"But waiting for one shifting voice [to pass judgment on] another is the same as waiting for none of them.
Harmonize them all with the Heavenly Equality, leave them to their endless changes, and so live out your years.
What do I mean by harmonizing them with the Heavenly Equality? Right is not right; so is not so. If right were
really right, it would differ so clearly from not right that there would be no need for argument. If so were really so, it
would differ so clearly from not so that there would be no need for argument. Forget the years, forget distinctions.
Leap into the boundless and make it your home!" 

*  *  *

Penumbra said to Shadow, “A little while ago you were walking and now you’re standing still; a little while ago you
were sitting and now you’re standing up. Why this lack of independent action?”

Shadow said, “Do I have to wait for something before I can be like this? Does what I wait for also have to wait
for something before it can be like this? Am I waiting for the scales of a snake or the wings of a cicada? How do I
know why it is so? How do I know why it isn’t so?”

Once Zhuang Zhou dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and
doing as he pleased. He didn't know he was Zhuang Zhou. Suddenly, he woke up and there he was, solid and
unmistakable Zhuang Zhou. But he didn't know if he was Zhuang Zhou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a
butterfly dreaming he was Zhuang Zhou. Between Zhuang Zhou and a butterfly there must be some distinction! This
is called the Transformation of Things.

Section 3: The Secret of Caring for Life
Your life has a limit but knowledge has none. If you use what is limited to pursue what has no limit, you will be in
danger. If you understand this and still strive for knowledge, you will be in danger for certain! If you do good, stay
away from fame. If you do evil, stay away from punishments. Follow the middle; go by what is constant, and you
can stay in once piece, keep yourself alive, look after your parents, and live out your years.

Cook Ding was cutting up an ox for Lord Wenhui. At every touch of his hand, every heave of his shoulder,
every move of his feet, every thrust of his knee--zip! zoop! He slithered the knife along with a zing, and all was in
perfect rhythm, as though he were performing the dance of the Mulberry Grove or keeping time to the Jhingshou
music.

"Ah, this is marvelous!" said Lord Wenhui. "Imagine skill reaching such heights!"
Cook Ding laid down his knife and replied, "What I care about is the Way, which goes beyond skill. When I first

began cutting up oxen, all I could see was the ox itself. After three years I no longer saw the whole ox. And now___I
go at it by spirit and don't look with my eyes. Perception and understanding have come to a stop and spirit moves
where it wants. I go along with the natural makeup, strike in the big hollows, guide the knife through the big
openings, and follow things as they are. So I never touch the smallest ligament or tendon, much less a main joint.

"A good cook changes his knife once a year___because he cuts. A mediocre cook changes his knife once a
month___because he hacks. I've had this knife of mine for nineteen years and I've cut up thousands of oxen with it,
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and yet the blade is as good as though it had just come from the grindstone. There are spaces between the joints, and
the blade of the knife has really no thickness. If you insert what has no thickness into such spaces, then there's plenty
of room___more than enough for the blade to play about in. That's why after nineteen years the blade of my knife is
still as good as when it first came from the grindstone.

"However, whenever I come to a complicated place, I size up the difficulties, tell myself to watch out and be
careful, keep my eyes on what I'm doing, work very slowly, and move the knife with the greatest subtlety,
until___flop! the whole thing comes apart like a clod of earth crumbling to the ground. I stand there holding the knife
and look all around me, completely satisfied and reluctant to move on, and then I wipe of the knife and put it away."

"Excellent!" said Lord Wen-hui. "I have heard the words of Cook Ding and learned how to care for life!"
 
Section 4: In the World of Men
Yan Hui went to see Confucius and asked permission to take a trip.’2

“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to Wei.”
“What will you do there?”
“I have heard that the ruler of Wei is very young. He acts in an independent manner, thinks little of how he rules

his state, and fails to see his faults. It is nothing to him to lead his people into peril, and his dead are reckoned by
swampfuls like so much grass. His people have nowhere to turn. I have heard you say, Master, ‘Leave the state that
is well ordered and go to the state in chaos! At the doctor’s gate are many sick men.’ I want to use these words as my
standard, in hopes that I can restore his state to health.”

“Ah,” said Confucius, “you will probably go and get yourself executed, that’s all. The Way doesn’t want things
mixed in with it. When it becomes a mixture, it becomes many ways; with many ways, there is a lot of bustle; and
where there is a lot of bustle, there is trouble—trouble that has no remedy! The Perfect Man of ancient times made
sure that he had it in himself before he tried to give it to others. When you’re not even sure what you’ve got in
yourself, how do you have time to bother about what some tyrant is doing?

“Do you know what it is that destroys virtue, and where wisdom comes from? Virtue is destroyed by fame, and
wisdom comes out of wrangling. Fame is something to beat people down with, and wisdom is a device for
wrangling. Both are evil weapons—not the sort of thing to bring you success. Though your virtue may be great and
your good faith unassailable, if you do not understand men’s spirits (qi), though your fame may be wide and you do
not strive with others, if you do not understand men’s minds, but instead appear before a tyrant and force him to
listen to sermons on benevolence and righteousness, measures and standards—this is simply using other men’s bad
points to parade your own excellence. You will be called a plaguer of others. He who plagues others will be plagued
in turn. You will probably be plagued by this man.

“And suppose he is the kind who actually delights in worthy men and hates the unworthy—then why does he
need you to try to make him any different? You had best keep your advice to yourself! Kings and dukes always lord
it over others and fight to win the argument. You will find your eyes growing dazed, your color changing, your
mouth working to invent excuses, your attitude becoming more and more humble, until in your mind you end by
supporting him. This is to pile fire on fire, to add water to water, and is called ‘increasing the excessive.’ If you give
in at the beginning, there is no place to stop. Since your fervent advice is almost certain not to be believed, you are
bound to die if you come into the presence of a tyrant.

“In ancient times Jie put Guan Longfeng to death and Zhou put Prince Bi Gan to death. Both Guan Longfeng
and Prince Bi Gan were scrupulous in their conduct, bent down to comfort and aid the common people, and used
their positions as ministers to oppose their superiors. Therefore their rulers, Jie and Zhou, utilized their scrupulous
conduct as a means to trap them, for they were too fond of good fame. In ancient times Yao attacked Congzhi and
Xuao, and Yu attacked Youhu, and these states were left empty and unpeopled, their rulers cut down. It was because
they employed their armies constantly and never ceased their search for gain. All were seekers of fame or gain—
have you alone not heard of them? Even the sages cannot cope with men who are after fame or gain, much less a
person like you!

“However, you must have some plan in mind. Come, tell me what it is.”
Yan Hui said, “If I am grave and empty-hearted, diligent and of one mind, won’t that do?”
“Goodness, how could that do? You may put on a fine outward show and seem very impressive, but you can’t

avoid having an uncertain look on your face, any more than an ordinary man can. And then you try to gauge this

2Yan Hui was Confucius’ favorite disciple. Throughout this chapter Zhuangzi refers to a number of
historical figures, many of whom appear in the Analects, though the speeches and anecdotes which he invents for
them have nothing to do with history.
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man’s feelings and seek to influence his mind. But with him, what is called ‘the virtue that advances a little each
day’ would not succeed, much less a great display of virtue! He will stick fast to his position and never be converted.
Though he may make outward signs of agreement, inwardly he will not give it a thought! How could such an
approach succeed?”

“Well then, suppose I am inwardly direct, outwardly compliant, and do my work through the examples of
antiquity? By being inwardly direct, I can be the companion of Heaven. Being a companion of Heaven, I know that
the Son of Heaven and I are equally the sons of Heaven. Then why would I use my words to try to get men to praise
me, or try to get them not to praise me? A man like this, people call The Child. This is what I mean by being a
companion of Heaven.

“By being outwardly compliant, I can be a companion of men. Lifting up the tablet, kneeling, bowing,
crouching down— this is the etiquette of a minister. Everybody does it, so why shouldn’t I? If I do what other
people do, they can hardly criticize me. This is what I mean by being a companion of men.

“By doing my work through the examples of antiquity, I can be the companion of ancient times. Though my
words may in fact be lessons and reproaches, they belong to ancient times and not to me. In this way, though I may
be blunt, I cannot be blamed. This is what I mean by being a companion of antiquity. If I go about it in this way, will
it do?”

Confucius said, “Goodness, how could that do? You have too many policies and plans and you haven’t seen
what is needed. You will probably get off without incurring any blame, yes. But that will be as far as it goes. How do
you think you can actually convert him? You are still making the mind3 your teacher!”

Yan Hui said, “I have nothing more to offer. May I ask the proper way?”
“You must fast!” said Confucius. “I will tell you what that means. Do you think it is easy to do anything while

you have a mind? If you do, Bright Heaven will not sanction you.”
Yan Hui said, “My family is poor. I haven’t drunk wine or eaten any strong foods for several months. So can I

be considered as having fasted?”
“That is the fasting one does before a sacrifice, not the fasting of the mind.”
“May I ask what the fasting of the mind is?”
Confucius said, “Make your will one! Don’t listen with your ears, listen with your mind. No, don’t listen with

your mind, but listen with your spirit (qi). Listening stops with the ears, the mind stops with recognition, but spirit
(qi) is empty and waits on all things. The Way gathers in emptiness alone. Emptiness is the fasting of the mind.”

*  *  *

Carpenter Shih went to Qi and, when he got to Crooked Shaft, he saw a serrate oak standing by the village
shrine. It was broad enough to shelter several thousand oxen and  measured a hundred spans around, towering above
the hills. The lowest branches were eighty feet from the ground, and a dozen or so of them could have been made
into boats. There were so many sightseers that the place looked like a fair, but the carpenter didn't even glance
around and went on his way without stopping. His apprentice stood staring for a long time and then ran after
Carpenter Shih and said, “Since I first took up my ax and followed you, Master, I have never seen timber as
beautiful as this. But you don't even bother to look, and go right on without stopping. Why is that?”

“Forget it___say no more!” said the carpenter. “It's a worthless tree! Make boats out of it and they'd sink; make
coffins and they'd rot in no time; make vessels and they’d break at once. Use it for doors and it would sweat sap like
pine, use it for posts and the worms would eat them up. It's not a timber tree___there's nothing it can be used for.
That's how it got to be that old!”

After Carpenter Shih had returned home, the oak tree appeared to him in a dream and said, “What are you
comparing with me? Are you comparing me with those useful trees? The cherry apple, the pear, the orange, the
citron, the rest of those fructiferous trees and shrubs___as soon as their fruit is ripe, they are torn apart and subjected
to abuse. Their big limbs are broken off, their little limbs are yanked around, Their utility makes life miserable for
them, and so they don't get to finish out the years Heaven gave them, but are cut off in mid-journey. They bring it on
themselves___the pulling and tearing of the common mob. And it's the same way with all other things.

“As for me, I've been trying a long time to be of no use, and now that I'm about to die, I've finally got it. This is
of great use to me. If I had been of some use, would I ever have grown this large? Moreover you and I are both of us
things. What's the point of this___things condemning things? You a worthless man about to die___how do you know
I'm a worthless tree?”

3Not the natural or “given” mind, but the mind which makes artificial distinctions.
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When Carpenter Shih woke up, he reported his dream. His apprentice said, “If it's so intent on being of no use,

what's it doing there at the village shrine?”
"Shhh! Say no more! It's only resting there. If we carp and criticize, it will merely conclude that we don't

understand it. Even if it weren't at the shrine, do you suppose it would be cut down? It protects itself in a different
way from ordinary people. If you try to judge it by conventional standards, you'll be way off!" 

Section 5: The Sign of Virtue Complete
Duke Ai of Lu said to Confucius, "In Wei there was an ugly man named Ai Taituo. But when men were around

him, they thought only of him and couldn't break away, and when women saw him, they ran begging to their fathers
and mothers, saying, ‘I'd rather be this gentleman's concubine than another man's wife!’___there were more than ten
such cases and it hasn't stopped yet. None ever heard him take the lead___he always just chimed in with other people.
He wasn't in the position of a ruler where he could save men's lives, and he had no store of provisions to fill men's
bellies. On top of that, he was ugly enough to astound the whole world, chimed in but never led, and knew no more
than what went on right around him. And yet men and women flocked to him. He certainly must be different from
other men, I thought, and I summoned him so I could have a look. Just as they said___he was ugly enough to astound
the world. But he hadn't been with me more than a month or so when I began to realize what kind of man he was,
and before the year was out, I really trusted him. There was no one in the state to act as chief minister, and I wanted
to hand the government over to him. He was vague about giving an answer, evasive, as though he hoped to be let
off, and I was embarrassed, but in the end I turned the state over to him. Then, before I knew it, he left me and went
away. I felt completely crushed, as though I'd suffered a loss and didn't have anyone left to enjoy my state with.
What kind of man is he anyway?"

Confucius said, . . . "Now Ai Taituo says nothing and is trusted, accomplishes nothing  and is loved, so that
people want to turn over their states to him and are only afraid he won't accept. It must be that his powers are whole,
though his virtue takes no form."

"What do you mean when you say his powers are whole?" asked Duke Ai.
Confucius said, "Life, death, preservation, loss, failure, success, poverty, riches, worthiness, unworthiness, slander,
fame, hunger, thirst, cold, heat—these are the alterations of the world, the workings of fate. Day and night they
change place before us and wisdom cannot spy out their source. Therefore, they should not be enough to destroy
your harmony; they should not be allowed to enter the storehouse of spirit. If you can harmonize and delight in
them, master them and never be at a loss for joy, if you can do this day and night without break and make it be
spring with everything, mingling with all and creating the moment within your own mind—this is what I call being
whole in power."  

"What do you mean when you say his virtue takes no form?"
"Among level things, water at rest is the most perfect, and therefore it can serve as a standard. It guards what is

inside and shows no movement outside. Virtue is the establishment of perfect harmony. Though virtue takes no
form, things cannot break away from it.”

Some days later, Duke Ai reported his conversation to Min Zi. At first, when I faced south and became ruler of
the realm, I tried to look after the regulation of the people and worried that they might die. I really thought I
understood things perfectly. But now that I’ve heard the words of a Perfect Man, I’m afraid there was nothing to my
understanding—I was thinking too little of my own welfare and ruining the state. Confucius and I are not subject
and ruler—we are friends in virtue, that’s all.” 

Section 6: The Great and Venerable Teacher
He who knows what it is that Heaven does, and knows what it is that man does, has reached the peak. Knowing what
it is that Heaven does, he lives with Heaven. Knowing what it is that man does, he uses the knowledge of what he
knows to help out the knowledge of what he doesn’t know, and lives out the years that Heaven gave him without
being cut off midway—this is the perfection of knowledge.

However, there is a difficulty. Knowledge must wait for something before it can be applicable, and that which it
waits for is never certain. How, then, can I know what I call Heaven is not really man, and what I call man is not
really Heaven? There must first be a True Man before there can be true knowledge.

What do I mean by a True Man? The True Man of ancient times did not rebel against want, did not grow proud
in plenty, and did not plan his affairs. Being like this, he could commit an error and not regret it, could meet with
success and not make a show. Being like this, he could climb the high places and not be frightened, could enter the
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water and not get wet, could enter the fire and not get burned. His knowledge was able to climb all the way up to the
Way like this.

The True Man of ancient times slept without dreaming and woke without care; he ate without savoring and his
breath came from deep inside. The True Man breathes with his heels; the mass of men breathe with their throats.
Crushed and bound down, they gasp out their words as though they were retching. Deep in their passions and
desires, they are shallow in the workings of Heaven.

The True Man of ancient times knew nothing of loving life, knew nothing of hating death. He emerged without
delight; he went back in without a fuss. He came briskly, he went briskly, and that was all. He didn't forget where he
began; he didn't try to find out where he would end. He received something and took pleasure in it; he forgot about it
and handed it back again. This is what I call not using the mind to repel the Way, not using man to help out Heaven.
This is what I call the True Man. 

Since he is like this, his mind forgets; his face is calm; his forehead is broad. He is chilly like autumn, balmy
like spring, and his joy and anger prevail through the four seasons. He goes along with what is right for things and
no one knows his limit. Therefore, when the sage calls out the troops, he may overthrow nations but he will not lose
the hearts of the people. His bounty enriches ten thousand ages but he has no love for men. Therefore he who
delights in bringing success to things is not a sage; he who has affections is not benevolent; he who looks for the
right time is not a worthy man; he who cannot encompass both profit and loss is not a gentleman; [. . .] 

This was the True Man of old: his bearing was lofty and did not crumble; he appeared to lack but accepted
nothing; he was dignified in his correctness but not insistent; he was vast in his emptiness but not ostentatious. Mild
and cheerful, he seemed to be happy; reluctant, he could not help doing certain things; annoyed, he let it show in his
face; relaxed, he rested in his virtue. Tolerant, he seemed to be part of the world; towering alone, he could be
checked by nothing; withdrawn, he seemed to prefer to cut himself off; bemused, he forgot what he was going to
say. [. . .]

Life and death are fated___constant as the succession of dark and dawn, a matter of Heaven. There are some
things which man can do nothing about___all are a matter of the nature creatures. [. . .]

The Great Clod burdens me with form, labors me with life, eases me in old age, and rests me in death. So if I
think well of my life, for the same reason I must think well of my death. [. . .]

The Way has its reality and its signs but is without action or form. You can hand it down but you cannot receive
it; you can get it but you cannot see it. It is its own source, its own root. Before Heaven and earth existed it was
there, firm from ancient times. [. . .] 

*  *  *

Master Si, Master Yu, Master Li, and Master Lai were all four talking together. “Who can look upon nonbeing as his
head, on life as his back, and on death as his rump?” they said. “Who knows that life and death, existence and
annihilation, are all a single body? I will be his friend!”

The four men looked at each other and smiled. There was no disagreement in their hearts and so the four of
them became friends.

All at once Master Yu fell ill. Master Si went to ask how he was. “Amazing!” said Master
Yu. “The Creator is making me all crookedy like this! My back sticks up like a hunchback and my vital organs are
on top of me. My chin is hidden in my navel, my shoulders are up above my head, and my pigtail points at the sky. It
must be some dislocation of the yin and yang!”

Yet he seemed calm at heart and unconcerned. Dragging himself haltingly to the well, he
looked at his reflection and said, “My, my! So the Creator is making me all crookedy like this!”

“Do you resent it?” asked Master Si.
“Why no, what would I resent? If the process continues, perhaps in time he’ll transform my

left arm into a rooster. In that case I’ll keep watch on the night. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my right arm into
a crossbow pellet and I’ll shoot down an owl for roasting. Or perhaps in time he’ll transform my buttocks into
cartwheels. Then, with my spirit for a horse, I’ll climb up and go for a ride. What need will I ever have for a carriage
again?

“I received life because the time had come; I will lose it because the order of things passes on. Be content with
this time and dwell in this order and then neither sorrow nor joy can touch you. In ancient times this was called the
‘freeing of the bound.’ There are those who cannot free themselves, because they are bound by things. But nothing
can ever win against Heaven—that’s the way it’s always been. What would I have to resent?”

Suddenly Master Li grew ill. Gasping and wheezing, he lay at the point of death. His wife and children gathered
round in a circle and began to cry. Master Li, who had come to ask how he was, said, “Shoo! Get back! Don’t
disturb the process of change!”
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The he leaned against the doorway and talked to Master Lai. “How marvelous the Creator is! What is he going

to make out of you next? Where is he going to send you? Will he make you into a rat’s liver? Will he make you into
a bug’s arm?”

Master Lai said, “A child, obeying his father and mother, goes wherever he is told, east or west, south or north.
And the yin and yang—how much more are they to a man than father or mother! Now that they have brought me to
the verge of death, if I should refuse to obey them, how perverse I would be! What fault is it of theirs? The Great
Clod burdens me with form, labors me with life, eases me in old age, and rests me in death. So if I think well of my
life, for the same reason I must think well of my death. When a skilled smith is casting metal, if the metal should
leap up and say, ‘I insist upon being made into a Moye!”4 he would surely regard it as very inauspicious metal
indeed. Now, having had the audacity to take on human form once, if I should say, ‘I don’t want to be anything but a
man! Nothing but a man!’, the Creator would surely regard me as a most inauspicious sort of person. So now I think
of heaven and earth as a great furnace, and the Creator as a skilled smith. Where could he send me that would not be
all right? I will go off to sleep peacefully, and then with a start I will wake up.”

Section 7: Fit for Emperors and Kings
Yangzi Ju went to see Lao Dan and said, "Here is a man swift as an echo, strong  as a beam, with a wonderfully

clear understanding of the principles of things, studying the Way without ever letting up___a man like this could
compare with an enlightened king, couldn't he?"

Lao Dan said, "In comparison to the sage, a man like this is a drudging slave, a craftsman bound to his calling,
wearing out his body, grieving his mind. They say it is the beautiful markings of the tiger and the leopard that call
out the hunters, the nimbleness of the monkey and the ability of the dog to catch rats that make them end up chained.
A man like this___how can he compare to an enlightened king?"

Lao Dan said, "The government of the enlightened king? His achievements blanket the world but appear not to
be his own doing. His transforming influences touches the ten thousand things but the people do not depend on him.
With him there is no promotion or praise___he lets everything find its own enjoyment. He takes his stand on what
cannot be fathomed and wanders where there is nothing at all." 

Section 18: Supreme Happiness
Zhuangzi's wife died. When Huizi went to convey his condolences, he found Zhuangzi sitting with his legs

sprawled out, pounding on a tub and singing. "You lived with her, she brought up your children and grew old, " said
Huizi. "It should be enough simply not to weep at her death. But pounding on a tub and singing___this is going too
far, isn't it?"

Zhuangzi said, “You're wrong. When she first died, do you think I didn't grieve like anyone else? But I looked
back to her beginning and the time before she was born. Not only the time before she was born, but the time before
she had a body. Not only the time before she had a body, but the time before she had a spirit. In the midst of the
jumble of wonder and mystery a change took place and she had a spirit. Another change and she had a body. Another
change and she was born. Now there's been another change and she's dead. It's just like the progression of the four
seasons, spring, summer, fall, winter.

“Now she’s going to lie down peacefully in a vast room. If I were to follow after her bawling and sobbing, it
would show that I don’t understand anything about fate. So I stopped.” 

Section 19: Mastering Life
He who has mastered the true nature of life does not labor over what life cannot do. He who has mastered the true
nature of fate does not labor over what knowledge cannot change. He who wants to nourish his body must first of all
turn to things. And yet it is possible to have more than enough things and for the body still to go unnourished. He
who has life must first of all see to it that it does not leave the body. And yet it is possible for life never to leave the
body and still fail to be preserved. The coming of life cannot be fended off, its departure cannot be stopped. How
pitiful the men of the world, who think that simply nourishing the body is enough to preserve life! Then why is what
the world does worth doing? It may not be worth doing, and yet it cannot be left undone—this is unavoidable.

*  *  *

Zhuangzi: Basic Writings, Burton Watson, trans. Columbia University Press, 2003.

4A famous sword of King Helu (514-496 B.C.) of Wu.


