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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善
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言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Jiao Xun 焦循 , “Mengzi zhengyi·Jinxinzhangju xia,” 孟子正義·盡心章句下  in Zhuzi jicheng 諸子集成  
(Zhonghua shuju, 1986), 594.
2 Liu Xie 劉勰, and Fan Wenlan范文瀾, Wenxin diaolong zhu 文心雕龍注 (Renmin wenxue chubanshe人民文

學出版社, 1958), 601.
3 Zhong Rong 鍾嵘, and Chen Yanjie 陳延傑, Shipin zhu 詩品注 (Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1980), 2.
4 Wang Bi 王弼, “ Laozi zhu·Diyizhang,” 老子注·第一章 in Zhuzi jicheng, 1.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Jiao Xun 焦循 , “Mengzi zhengyi·Jinxinzhangju xia,” 孟子正義·盡心章句下  in Zhuzi jicheng 諸子集成  
(Zhonghua shuju, 1986), 594.
2 Liu Xie 劉勰, and Fan Wenlan范文瀾, Wenxin diaolong zhu 文心雕龍注 (Renmin wenxue chubanshe人民文

學出版社, 1958), 601.
3 Zhong Rong 鍾嵘, and Chen Yanjie 陳延傑, Shipin zhu 詩品注 (Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1980), 2.
4 Wang Bi 王弼, “ Laozi zhu·Diyizhang,” 老子注·第一章 in Zhuzi jicheng, 1.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Tiandao,” 莊子集釋·天道 in Zhuzi jicheng, 217.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Tiandao,” 莊子集釋·天道 in Zhuzi jicheng, 217.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 6.54, 189. 
2 Wittgenstein, ibid., 3.324, 55. 
3 Wittgenstein, ibid., 4.112, 77. 
4 Wittgenstein, ibid., 4.11, 75. 
5 Wittgenstein, ibid., 6.53, 189. 

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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1 Zhang Longxi, The Tao and the Logos: Literary Hermeneutics, East and West (Duke University Press, 1992), 38. 

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 6.54, 189. 
2 Wittgenstein, ibid., 3.324, 55. 
3 Wittgenstein, ibid., 4.112, 77. 
4 Wittgenstein, ibid., 4.11, 75. 
5 Wittgenstein, ibid., 6.53, 189. 

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

6   南國文藝評論  2025 年春季  第一期      What May We Learn from Zhuangzi? Phronesis or the Question of Understanding   7



1 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Tianxia,” 莊子集釋·天下 in Zhuzi jicheng, 474-75.
2 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Qiwulun,” 莊子集釋·齊物論 in Zhuzi jicheng, 39.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Waiwu,” 莊子集釋·外物 in Zhuzi jicheng, 403.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Waiwu,” 莊子集釋·外物 in Zhuzi jicheng, 403.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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1 A.C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Arguments in Ancient China (Open Court, 1989), 81. 
2 Graham, ibid., 80, 81. 

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Wang Xianqian 王先謙, “Zhuangzi jishijie·Qiwulun,” in Zhuzi jicheng, 13.
2 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Qiushui,” 莊子集釋·秋水 in Zhuzi jicheng, 267-268.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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1 A.C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Arguments in Ancient China (Open Court, 1989), 81. 
2 Graham, ibid., 80, 81. 

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

1 Wang Xianqian 王先謙, “Zhuangzi jishijie·Qiwulun,” in Zhuzi jicheng, 13.
2 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi·Qiushui,” 莊子集釋·秋水 in Zhuzi jicheng, 267-268.

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 

Author Affiliation: Peking University

How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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How to understand words that express meaning is not just a linguistic problem, 

but also a philosophical problem concerning language and communication. In the 

Chinese tradition, there is a tendency towards the idea that meaning always reaches 

beyond the limited space of words that express the meaning. For example, the Book of 

Changes, one of the ancient Confucian classics, is described as a book that “names the 

small but draws on big categories; it points to the far but expresses indirectly; its 

language takes a detour but reaches its target, it sets out the matter fully but has some-

thing hidden in it” (其稱名也小，其取類也大;其旨遠，其辭文;其言曲而中，其

事肆而隱).1 Mencius, the second master in the Confucian tradition, also says: “He 

who speaks of the near but points to the far is good with words” (言近而旨遠者，善

言也).1 These all articulate the traditional view that words may be limited, but mean-

ing is not; and the emphasis on the boundless meaning beyond the bounds of language 

gradually helps to form the predominant idea in Chinese literature and literary criti-

cism that it is better to indirectly imply or suggest than to spell out every detail in a 

literary text or poem. In the Literary Mind or the Carving of Dragons, the great critic 

Liu Xie privileged xing (兴) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than 

bi (比) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has 

something hidden behind” (比顯而興隱).2 What is hidden promises more in a sort of 

mystery or imaginative possibility than what is shown clearly to the reader or the 

viewer. In the preface to Ranking of Poets, Zhong Rong also says: “When the text ends 

but the meaning still lingers, that is xing” (文已盡而意有餘，興也).3 The use of indi-

rect and suggestive language means to express more, not less, and is thus a major prin-

ciple in Chinese aesthetics prevailing in literature, painting, and literary and art criti-

cisms. 

As a Confucian philosopher, Mencius recognized the inadequacy of language, 

but he did not negate the functionality of language. The Daoists, however, went much 

further. When Laozi was asked to write a book to expound his Daoist teachings, the 

first thing he said at the very beginning of his book, Laozi or Dao de jing, was a 

disclaimer that writing such a book is totally useless: “The dao that can be spoken of 

is not the constant dao; the name that can be named is not the constant name” (道可道

，非常道。名可名，非常名).4 Zhuangzi, the other great Daoist philosopher, is even 

more radical in the negation of language, though ironically, the language he used to 

negate language is more expressive and poetic and rhetorically richer than any other 

ancient Chinese philosopher. “Heaven and earth have great beauty but do not speak, 

the four seasons have clear regulations but do not argue, and the ten thousand things 

have their ready reasons but do not explain” (天地有大美而不言，四時有明法而不

議，萬物有成理而不說), says Zhuangzi.1 Nature, time, and all the things present in 

nature and time operate and function without speaking or the use of language, and it 

was not just the Daoists that had such a dream of achieving perfection without 

language, but even Confucius once entertained that dream as well. “The Master 

said: ‘I will not speak’” (子曰：“予欲無言”), at one point Confucius declared. 

His student Zigong panicked and asked: “If you give up speaking, what could we 

the youngsters have to pass on” (子如不言，則小子何述焉)? Confucius then 

replied with a rhetorical question: “Does Heaven ever speak? Yet the four seasons 

run their course, and a hundred things rise and grow. Does Heaven ever speak”(天

何言哉？四時行焉,百物生焉，天何言哉) ? 2 Doesn’t this sound very much the 

same as Zhuangzi’s words quoted above? In fact, as Ludwig Wittgenstein remarks, 

“All philosophy is ‘Critique of language’” (Sprachkritik).3 Complaint about the 

inadequacy of language or mistrust of verbal expressions is universal, as we find it 

not only in the Chinese philosophical tradition, but in that of the West as well. In 

his commentary on the first line of Laozi, “the dao that can be spoken of is not the 

constant dao,” Qian Zhongshu cited numerous textual evidences from both Chi-

nese and Western traditions to corroborate the universality of this hermeneutic 

problem. In his 7th philosophical epistle, for example, Plato dismissed language, 

especially the written form. “No intelligent man will ever be so bold as to put into 

language those things which his reason has contemplated, especially into a form 

that is unalterable,” says Plato. “Names, I maintain, are in no case stable.”4 Having 

quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated 

to annotate Laozi” (幾可以譯注《老子》也).5 

Let us look more closely at the philosophers’ dismissal of language when 

they contrast nature and human understanding. When Zhuangzi says that “Heaven 

and earth have great beauty but do not speak,” he acknowledges the reality of natu-

ral beauty, the four seasons’ temporal and sequential changes, and the presence of 

all things, all of which exist in the physical world without the involvement of 

language or human subjectivity. Human beings, however, depend on language for 

communication and action, and that creates a uniquely human problem. Just as 

Laozi wrote a book but declared the futility of writing a book, Zhuangzi acknowl-

edged that human beings need to use language, but he ultimately denied its useful-

ness. People value words, and words are indeed of some value, Zhuangzi admitted, 

but “what is valuable in words is meaning, and there is something that meaning 

follows. That which meaning follows cannot be transmitted in language” (語之所

貴者，意也。意有所隨，意之所隨者，不可以言傳也). For Zhuangzi, the true 

meaning, the dao, is unsayable and cannot be transmitted in language, so it should 

be kept silent, but people fail to understand this, as they only reach the level of 

sensuous perception: 

What can be seen are shapes and colors; what can be heard 

are names and sounds. How sad that people in the world 

thought they could get the true condition through shapes, 

colors, names and sounds! As the true condition cannot be 

fully attained through shapes, colors, names and sounds, 

those who know will not speak, and those who speak do not 

know, but how can people in the world understand this! 

故視而可見者，形與色也；聽而可聞者，名與聲也。悲夫！

世人以形色名聲為足以得彼之情！夫形色名聲果不足以得

彼之情，則知者不言，言者不知，而世豈識之哉！1

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-

wright Bian (輪扁), who audaciously told Duke Huan (桓公), who was reading a 

book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients” 

(古人之糟魄). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the 

Wheelwright replied from his own perspective and based on his lived experience, 

saying that the art of making wheels is a perfect coordination of the hand and the 

mind, “what my hand does is in correspondence with what I have in my mind” (得之

於手，而應於心), but that is impossible to put in words and teach to others. “There is 

some knack in this, though I cannot put it in words. I cannot make my son understand 

it, neither can my son get it from me” (口不能言，有數存焉於其間。臣不能以喻臣

之子，臣之子亦不能受之於臣), says the Wheelwright. And then he concluded: 

“The ancients and what they could not pass on to posterity are all gone, so what you 

are reading, my lord, is nothing but the dregs of the ancients” (古之人與其不可傳也

，死矣。然則君之所讀者，古人之糟魄已夫)!1 The making of a perfect wheel is an 

art, an individual and creative activity, different each time from the next; apparently 

the Duke was reduced to silence by Wheelwright Bian’s explanation. 

In some ways this may remind us of Wittgenstein’s radical negation of 

language in his early work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which the philosopher 

also emphasized the necessity of silence. The whole meaning of his book, says Witt-

genstein, “could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be 

said clearly; and whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”2 Such empha-

sis on silence is repeated in the middle of the book and reconfirmed at the very end: 

“Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.”3 Indeed, between the two 

philosophers, there are some intriguing and uncanny similarities. Zhuangzi equates 

understanding with the obtaining of meaning and therefore the forgetting of words, 

which are just tools to get meaning: “A fish trap exists for the fish, once you’ve got the 

fish, forget the trap. A snare exists for the hare, once you’ve got the hare, forget the 

snare. Word exists for the meaning, once you’ve got the meaning, forget the word” (

筌者所以在魚，得魚而忘筌。蹄者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄。言者所以在意，得

意而忘言).4 Likewise, Wittgenstein also equates understanding with throwing away 

the propositions as tools when he says, “My propositions are elucidatory in this way: 

he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, when he has climbed out 

through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after 

he has climbed up on it).”1 Words, language, or propositions in a philosophical argu-

ment all prove to be dispensable. 

Here, however, the similarities end between Wittgenstein and Zhuangzi’s 

conceptualizations of words or language. The natural language people use every day 

may have words with different meanings, and different words may have roughly the 

same meaning; the lack of clarity and precision often leads to vagueness and misun-

derstanding. “Thus there easily arise the most fundamental confusions (of which the 

whole of philosophy is full),” says Wittgenstein.2 In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein 

claims that the business of philosophy is to “make clear and delimit sharply the 

thoughts which otherwise are, as it were, opaque and blurred.”3 Because all that is said 

in a natural language, including philosophy itself, tends to be opaque and blurred, so 

the only thing that can be said with precision, the “totality of true propositions,” 

according to Wittgenstein, is “the totality of the natural sciences.”4 Philosophy is not 

a natural science, so philosophy is also unsayable and must be kept silent. He puts it 

clearly: “The right method of philosophy would be this. To say nothing except what 

can be said, i.e. the propositions of natural science, i.e. something that has nothing 

to do with philosophy.”5 That is indeed a most unambiguous negation of language 

and all that is said in language, and that negation manifests itself in the form of Trac-

tatus, a small book that reads more like a mathematical treatise than a well laid-out 

philosophical argument. Reading the Tractatus requires a dispassionate, mathemati-

cally savvy mind, but for most readers, especially those of us still valuing the artistic 

and the poetic, to put it honestly, the unrelenting scientism in this book, the absolute 

privileging of natural sciences as the only truth of human endeavor, is somewhat 

off-putting and ultimately fails to convince despite its huge significance for modern 

Anglo-American analytical philosophy. 

In this respect, Zhuangzi is completely different from Wittgenstein, because, 

as we mentioned earlier, his language is highly literary and poetic with brilliant 

metaphors, impressive allegories and fascinating stories, and reading Zhuangzi is 

a delightful experience of intellectual exercise and aesthetic pleasure. Even his 

argument of the negation of language is so beautifully expressed that we enjoy the 

language that argues against its own usefulness. The story of the Wheelwright Bian 

and his comment on Duke Huan’s reading may serve as a good example. Among 

the ancient Chinese philosophers, Zhuangzi best represents what I have called the 

“ironic pattern,” namely that philosophers, mystics, and all those who negate 

language tend to use more language, not less, to point to what is supposed to be 

inexpressible.1 While denying the usefulness of language, Zhuangzi used language 

all the time and used it most brilliantly. Is this self-contradictory? Apparently 

Huizi thought so, for he is a philosopher of the School of Names, and, in the book 

of Zhuangzi, he is both a friend to Zhuangzi and a rival. In the following interest-

ing exchange between the two philosophers, Huizi tried to point out that contradic-

tion, and Zhuangzi justified his use of words with the consciousness of their 

uselessness: 

Huizi tells Zhuangzi: “Your words are also useless.” Zhuangzi 

says: “You need to know what is useless and then you may talk 

about its use. One cannot say that heaven and earth are not wide 

and expansive, but what is useful for a man is just the spot to 

hold his feet. And yet, if digging away the rest till the Yellow 

Stream underground, is it still useful?” Huizi says, “It’s 

useless.” Zhuangzi says, “Then the usefulness of what is 

useless also becomes clear.” 

惠子謂莊子曰：子言无用。莊子曰：知无用，而可以言用

焉。天地非不廣且大也，人之所用容足耳。然則廁足而墊

之，致黃泉，人尚有用乎？惠子曰：无用。莊子曰：然則

无用之為用也亦明矣。1

The dialectic reversal is significant here: knowing that words are of no use 

gives one the license, as it were, to use words freely without falling in the trap of 

language’s “fundamental confusions.” Different from Wittgenstein, then, Zhuangzi 

used words with all their rhetorical prowess and brilliance. Of course, using language 

against its usual confusion, Zhuangzi is constantly saying things that seem to be coun-

terintuitive and puzzling, thus destabilizing our received notions and accustomed 

views. There is a wonderful metatextual description of Zhuangzi’s language and style 

in the book of Zhuangzi itself: 

With seemingly unreal and nonsensical arguments, wild and 

absurd words, and expressions with neither provenance nor 

borders, he seems to indulge himself without tending toward 

any side. He is not intent on making what he thinks visible. 

Because the people of the world are so muddled and confused 

in his view that it is impossible to talk seriously with them. He 

thus uses flexible words to express the boundless, weighty 

words to convey a sense of veracity, and words with implicit 

meanings to make a wider impact. He wanders alone with the 

spirit of heaven and earth and never looks down on any of the 

creatures in the world. He does not judge the right or wrong of 

others, so he can live with the common crowd in the world. 

Though grand and unusual, his book speaks in various ways 

and does no harm. Though varied and uneven, his expressions 

are funny, provocative, and worth reading. 

以謬悠之說，荒唐之言，无端崖之辭，時恣縱而不儻。不

以觭見之也。以天下為沈濁，不可與莊語。以巵言為曼衍，

以重言為真，以寓言為廣。獨與天地精神往來，而不敖倪

於萬物。不譴是非，以與世俗處。其書雖瓌瑋，而連犿无

傷也。其辭雖參差，而諔詭可觀。1

So, we are forewarned that reading Zhuangzi is not going to be easy, for the 

arguments he presents seem “unusual and nonsensical,” the words “wild and absurd,” 

and he refused to “talk seriously,” because most of us are so “muddled and confused” 

in our mind that we would have a hard time understanding what he has to say. There 

are many passages in the book that we may find difficult to understand if we stick to 

our conventional views. In the following passage, for example, Zhuangzi seems delib-

erately to lead us to some preposterous statements: 

Nothing under heaven is bigger than the tip of an autumn hair, 

and Mount Tai is small; no one lives longer than the baby that 

died in infancy, and Penzu died young. Heaven and earth live 

together with me, and ten thousand things join me as one. 

天下莫大於秋豪之末，而太山為小；莫壽乎殤子，而彭祖

為夭。天地與我並生，而萬物與我為一。2

When an animal starts to grow hair in autumn, the new hair is extremely fine, 

but Zhuangzi says that nothing is bigger than the tip of such fine hair. Mount Tai is a 

big mountain in north China, but Zhuangzi says that it is small. A baby dies in infancy 

and doesn’t live a long life, but Zhuangzi says no one lives longer than such a baby. 

Penzu is a mythological figure who allegedly lived for 800 years, but Zhuangzi says 

that he died young. These words are truly “wild and absurd” because they are counter-

intuitive and do not make sense in our conventional understanding. How could the tip 

of new hair be the biggest thing under heaven, and how could Mount Tai be considered 

small? To anyone in the right mind, these comparisons do not make sense. Zhuangzi, 

however, precisely does not compare these things in this chapter on “Equalizing All 

Things” (齊物論) and his point is that we should treat all things as they are, and that 

they are all self-sufficient, of just the size or temporal duration to be what they are. As 

Wang Xianqian explains by quoting the 7th-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (成玄英) 

of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves 

all without any particular consideration” (亭毒群品，汎愛無心).1 It is precisely with 

such an all-embracing spirit of love and equality that Zhuangzi announced with great 

pride that “Heaven and earth live together with me, and the ten thousand things join me 

as one.” 

We may find another “seemingly unreal and nonsensical argument” in the 

following famous debate between Zhuangzi and Huizi on the validity of knowledge, in 

which many of us may not find Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge convincing: 

Zhuangzi and Huizi are strolling on the bridge over the Hao 

River. “Out there a shoal of white minnows is swimming freely 

and leisurely,” says Zhuangzi. “That’s what the fish’s happiness 

is.” “Well, you are not a fish, how do you know about fish’s 

happiness?” Huizi contends. “You are not me; how do you 

know that I do not know about fish’s happiness?” retorts 

Zhuangzi. “I am not you, so I certainly do not know about you,” 

Huizi replies. “But you are certainly not a fish, and that makes 

the case complete that you do not know what fish’s happiness 

is.” “Shall we go back to where we started?” says Zhuangzi. 

“When you said, ‘how do you know about fish’s happiness?’ 

you asked me because you already knew that I knew it. I knew 

it above the Hao River.” 

莊子與惠子遊於濠梁之上。莊子曰：“儵魚出遊從容，是

魚樂也。”惠子曰：“子非魚，安知魚之樂？”莊子曰：

“子非我，安知我不知魚之樂？”惠子曰：“我非子，固

不知子矣；子固非魚也，子之不知魚之樂全矣。”莊子曰：

“請循其本。子曰‘汝安知魚樂’云者，既已知吾知之而

問我，我知之濠上也。” 2

This may well be a mental experiment on the question of understanding and 

knowledge, and from a formal logical point of view, Huizi appears to have won the 

debate by challenging Zhuangzi on his own terms: if Huizi does not know Zhuangzi 

because the two are not the same, then, by the same token, Zhuangzi could not know 

the happiness of a fish because he is not a fish. Huizi sounds rather convincing; while 

Zhuangzi replied that he knew the fish’s happiness “above the Hao River.” 

A. C. Graham, the Sinologist and translator of the “Inner Chapters” of 

Zhuangzi, puts emphasis on the relative validity of knowledge, arguing that “all 

knowing is relative to viewpoint,” namely, acquired at a particular locale in 

one’s lived world, related to the circumscribed whole of one’s “concrete situa-

tion.”1 That is of course true of human knowledge of any kind, but Graham 

seems to consider Zhuangzi’s claim to knowledge somewhat weak, because in 

commenting on this famous debate about the happiness of fish, Graham says that 

Zhuangzi is “making fun of [Huizi] for being too logical,” and that Zhuangzi can 

offer “no answer to ‘How do you know?’ except a clarification of the viewpoint 

from which you know.”2 And yet, the “fish’s happiness” is a passage of the book 

Zhuangzi, in which Huizi serves as a foil to Zhuangzi’s argument and is invari-

ably outwitted, so that should make us beware of the complexity of interpreta-

tion. We must take Zhuangzi’s answer seriously and understand that the empha-

sis on the situatedness or circumstantiality of knowledge in his answer is not 

making fun of Huizi’s logic at all, but asserting the validity of knowledge, which 

Huizi fails to grasp. Standing on the bridge over the Hao River and watching the 

free and graceful movement of fish in the water, Zhuangzi claims to know that 

fish are happy. That knowledge is certainly not based on identity, but how much 

of our knowledge is based on identity? One does not have to be a fish to know 

about fish’s happiness, and empathetic understanding can be an important part 

of human knowledge. Here we see a significant difference between Zhuangzi 

and Wittgenstein. Zhuangzi speaks of knowledge that cannot be spoken clearly 

and cannot be transmitted through language, but that does not negate the truth-

fulness of such knowledge. Wheelwright Bian’s “knack” for making a perfect 

wheel is certainly knowledge, and very valuable knowledge at that, but that 

knowledge is not the same knowledge Huizi had in mind. 

That may remind us of the different concepts of knowledge Aristotle 

talked about in his Nichomachean Ethics. Aristotle differentiates scientific 

knowledge (epistēmē) from practical knowledge (phronēsis) that cannot be 

expressed or proven based on logical and mathematical precision. Aristotle says: 

“all scientific knowledge is held to be teachable, and what is scientifically know-

able is capable of being learned. All teaching is based on what is already 

known.”1 Wheelwright Bian’s knowledge is obviously different from such teach-

able scientific knowledge, and so is Zhuangzi’s knowledge about the happiness 

of fish swimming in the Hao River. This becomes very important in our time 

because science and technology predominate in almost every aspect of our lives, 

but we must realize that truth in life is not exhausted by the “propositions of natu-

ral sciences.” This is the main point Hans-Georg Gadamer made in his great phil-

osophical defense of the humanities, the monumental Truth and Method, in which 

he puts great emphasis on art and aesthetics as important for human life beyond 

what is knowable and teachable by scientific method. When he announced that he 

knew the happiness of the fish “above the Hao River,” Zhuangzi appears to have 

articulated a concept of knowledge completely embedded in historicity and aided 

by a sort of empathetic imagination, with its claim to truth based on the specific 

ways in which the knowing subject and the known object are interconnected 

rather than on the abstract universality of mental faculties. Perhaps this is what 

Aristotle calls practical knowledge in his distinction between phronēsis and 

epistēmē, or practical and theoretical knowledge, a distinction “which cannot be 

reduced,” as Gadamer argues, “to that between the true and the probable. Practi-

cal knowledge, phronesis, is another kind of knowledge.”2 Reading Zhuangzi, we 

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time. 
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with and critiqued surrealism, proposing a doctrine emphasizing the sacred and 
heterogeneous as antidotes to societal homogeneity. Despite its profound intellectu-
al contributions, the movement grappled with internal tensions and controversial 
tactics, leaving behind a utopian yet critical legacy.

The 1930s in France were a turbulent, tumultuous and exciting time. Perhaps 

this is why, for some writers, writing, in the sense of expressing only an individual 

feeling or an inner world, was not enough. It was necessary to get up, come out of the 

ivory tower, unite, speak in front of the audience and make oneself heard. There was in 

these men of letters a will, an ambition and a fantasy to become an ideologue, a politi-

cian, a repairer of society, which could seem so foreign to our contemporaries. 

Led by Georges Bataille, with the assistance of Roger Caillois and Jules Mon-

nerot, in November 1937, the Collège de Sociologie (1937–1939) bears witness to the 

existence of such writers and represents the active reaction of these writers sensitive to 

historical events that contain an insurmountable threat. It constitutes not only an intel-

lectual movement among others but a community of thought, a way of thinking; a 

group of writers (poets, philosophers, sociologists, ethnographers and literary critics) 

who are completely different from each other trying to form a single voice raising 

crucial questions about what should be the nature of power, democracy and the 

relationship between the individual and the community at a critical historical moment.1

The subject of our study of the Collège de Sociologie is the modality of its func-

tioning, the meaning of its thinking of the sacred, the historicity and at the same time 

the long-term effects of its ideas. Our essential aim is not to judge this movement, but 

to examine it under its different aspects and even to explain it more completely in order 

to give an objective but critical point of view on the Collège of Sociologie.

During its two years of existence, the main activity of the Collège de Sociologie 

takes the form of a series of lectures followed by a discussion, held in the Salle des 

Galeries du Livre, 15 rue Gay-Lussac in Paris. The lectures were held every Saturday 

evening for the first year and every Tuesday evening for the second year. In July 1937, 

Acéphale published a “Declaration on the Foundation of a Collège of Sociology,” 

signed by Georges Ambrosino, Georges Bataille, Roger Caillois, Pierre Klossowski, 

Pierre Libra and Jules Monnerot. On November 20, 1937, the Collège de Sociologie 

was officially born with Bataille’s first lecture: “Sacred Sociology and the Relation-

ships between Society, Organism and Being.” During these two years at the Collège de 

Sociologie, we see Georges Bataille, Roger Caillois, Michel Leiris, Alexandre Kojève, 

Pierre Klossowski, Denis de Rougemont, Jean Paulhan, etc., take to the pulpit, depend-

ing on the day. In the audience, we also see Julien Benda sitting a few rows away from 

Drieu la Rochelle, Walter Benjamin or Jean Wahl, who followed the speech sometimes 

with as much curiosity as consternation.

The Collège de Sociologie’s initial purpose is to found a sacred sociology and to 

study the relationships between society, organism and being, that is, “the study of social 

existence in all its manifestations where the active presence of the sacred comes to 

light.”1 The reason for founding such a field of sociology for the members of the 

Collège de Sociologie is twofold: on the one hand, at the level of sociological research, 

the work accomplished by the contemporary study of social structures is limited and 

superficial in that it has been too limited to the analysis of so-called primitive societies 

while ignoring modern societies. On the other hand, the study of the latter must have a 

more significant scope. On the other hand, the founding of the Collège de Sociologie 

responds to an urgent need: democratic France needs a new moral value to confront the 

effectiveness of the totalitarian ideology that is in full swing. In other words, critical 

circumstances directly provide the external conditions for the birth of the enterprise.

That said, at the theoretical level, the goal is to found a new science. But in prac-

tice, what the Collège de Sociologie seeks is to find a way to release or bring forth 

“sources of warmth for French society whose moral coldness” dominates collective 

life. In other words, behind the theoretical attempt to establish a sacred sociology, the 

work of the Collège de Sociologie must imply a real result, according to its members. 

Sacred sociology is therefore in the sense of a new doctrine. In the production of the 

thought of the Collège de Sociologie, the sociological discovery made essentially by 

Émile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss plays the leading role; apart from sociology, we 

would like to point out that the thoughts of Nietzsche and Bergson and German 

phenomenology, having power or the sacred as their center, also constitute important 

references. This large theoretical baggage and the political requirement decide that the 

enterprise, starting from sociology, will nevertheless refuse to remain confined within 

the framework of the sociological tradition of the French school.

We would like to first clarify that, behind the diversity of its inspirers, the com-

plexity of its components and the richness of its philosophical, social, literary and polit-

ical ideas, the Collège de Sociologie is above all a literary movement. More precisely, 

it is a literary movement with great social concern and high intellectualism. There is no 

doubt that the writers who participated in the founding of the Collège or gave lectures 

there are by definition “men of letters.” This means that the Collège de Sociologie 

essentially implies a social vocation of certain writers at a time when the modern world 

is undergoing a crisis, reaching a critical point. This statement is based on our following 

arguments. First, in the main ideas that have been advocated by its members, it is a 

question of literature, history, anthropology, politics and sociology. “The problem of 

literature,” precisely the disadvantage of literature in comparison with other disci-

plines, is not only the object of their study, but constitutes for them the decisive reason 

for undertaking a “sociological activity.” From their point of view, the decline in the 

prestige of literature lies in its highly individual nature: it is only the decadence of 

myth. Consequently, it is incapable of creating a community, a morality that is com-

monly approved and shared. In short, literature lacks a sacred dimension.

Then, although the Collège de Sociologie cherishes the ambition of going 

beyond the limits of literature, it does not escape becoming itself a literary discourse, or 

an avant-garde literary discourse. Its avant-garde character is due not only to the surre-

alist experiences of some of its members but to the audacity of its ideals and the break 

of its ideals with its time. More precisely, the Collège de Sociologie, born in the wake 

of surrealism, produces ideas or proposes solutions that are incompatible with the 

circumstances essentially, the principles of the modern world. The majority of the 

participants or speakers (Georges Bataille, Roger Caillois, Michel Leiris, Denis de 

Rougemont, Pierre Klossowski and Jean Paulhan), who are above all writers, are more 

or less influenced by surrealism which enjoys extreme popularity in the field of the 

sensibility of the time, not to mention the fact that Roger Caillois and Michel Leiris are 

former surrealists. The birth of the Collège de Sociologie is inseparable from the 

polemics of its members with surrealism. Cut off by the war, it constitutes in fact the 

last stage of a genealogy of ephemeral avant-garde movements and reviews which, 

from Contre-Attaque to Inquisitions then to Acéphale, all developed in the wake of 

surrealism.

Roger Caillois, after two years of participation in the movement, severely criti-

cized surrealism. For him, it was an intellectual trial of art: if surrealism did not succeed 

in creating a myth or becoming a true scientific activity, it was for profound reasons 

that were related to the very nature of its literary dimension. “You are decidedly on the 

side of intuition, poetry, art, and their privileges. [...] I have adopted the opposite bias,”1 

he declared to André Breton. Leaving surrealism, the young intellectual Caillois devot-

ed most of his pre-war writing to the search for a doctrine, knowledge that could go 

beyond the limits of surrealism. The founding of the Collège de Sociologie is among 

these attempts. In Georges Bataille, the beginning of his intellectual journey is marked 

by his unequal struggle against surrealism. What he reproaches surrealism for is not 

only that it seeks a kind of literary vanity, but that it dramatizes idealist ideology and 

thus denies the essence of human knowledge. By affirming that automatic writing cuts 

against the man with double feeling, Bataille confronts the idealism of surrealism with 

its “low materialism.” According to him, materialism “is above all the stubborn nega-

tion of idealism,” and “low materialism” marks a heterodoxy less in conformity with 

the established intellectual order, while allowing intelligence to escape the constraint of 

idealism.” Indeed, he addresses an ontological critique to surrealism.

The perspective from which Bataille and Caillois attack surrealism is different, 

but the common aspect of their critique is that surrealism, instead of constructing a 

universal doctrine applicable to different domains, asserts itself as partial and incom-

plete. It is certain that the critique of Bataille and that of Caillois also imply the inten-

tion to compete with surrealism: the Collège de Sociologie should overcome the defects 

of surrealism, that is, the defects of literature. But how?

As we know, the Collège was situated at a historical moment when different 

ideas were flying around: Dada, surrealism, communism, fascism... It is also a time 

when sociology continues to charm the intellectual milieu and the new ethnology 

announces its advent. If we put aside the complex character of the thinking of the 

Collège de Sociologie, introduced both by the diversity of the subjects treated and the 

divergences between the main founders, the Collège is essentially nourished, among 

these ideas in full bloom, by French sociology and Hegelian phenomenology.

First of all, the influence of French sociology is considerable. Among others, the 

thinking of the two sociologists Émile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss plays a decisive 

role, but at the same time very different. It is certain that the purely sociological fruits 

of Durkheimian sociology, notably the great discovery of religion, have an undeniable 

meaning for the points of view of the Collège; we know for example that Bataille medi-

tated deeply on Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of Religious Life and thus formed 

his thinking on religion. But it is above all the activism contained in Durkheim’s sociol-

ogy that sets the moral tone of the Collège. “Writers and scholars are citizens; it is 

therefore obvious that they have a strict duty to participate in public life. It remains to 

be seen in what form and to what extent,” declares Durkheim, taking into account the 

relationship of intellectuals to action.1 The foundation of the Collège de Sociologie is a 

response to the Durkheimian imperative of a commitment that is not that of the profes-

sional politician but of the privileged citizen. Caillois’ activism constitutes a good 

example of fidelity to the Durkheimian imperative. Caillois is even more demanding: 

the intellectual must be as disinterested and as indispensable to political life as the 

cleric in ancient societies standing by the feudatory to approve or disavow his govern-

ment. For us, this position of Caillois gives an indirect, but very good explanation of the 

nomination of the activity: the Collège signifies a community of intellectuals invested 

with the same dignity and the same function.1 They consider themselves sociologists, 

better informed and more learned than the others, according to Durkheim’s definition; 

but they want to be more than sociologists, that is to say, they take themselves for 

clerics, or at least embody the spirit of clerics.

Compared to Durkheimian sociology, Marcel Mauss’ sociological study more 

directly feeds the thinking of the sacred of the members of the Collège. Especially for 

Bataille, Mauss’ investigation into the exchange of gifts in primitive societies inspires 

a very important utopian thought in him: the notion of expenditure. Contrary to tradi-

tional economic thought which condemns scarcity, Bataille considers that excess is the 

cause of all social unrest. The reason why Mauss’ influence is more direct is that not 

only is he a more contemporary sociologist and several members of the Collège have 

followed his courses, but Mauss’ sociology is closely linked to the emerging ethnology, 

the notion of which is not as clearly defined as it is today. It seems that Michel Leiris, 

an ethnologist, nevertheless received his sociological and ethnological education from 

Mauss and readily calls himself a disciple of Mauss.

As Émile Durkheim points out the importance of religion for social life in The 

Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Marcel Mauss also highlights in The Social Func-

tions of the Sacred the idea that religion is the essential integrating fact of society in that 

it determines the value judgments shared by its members. More precisely, the sacred in 

religion is the core that guarantees social cohesion: the sacred is the social.

What is the sacred? [...] We also said that sacred things are social things. We 

now go even further. In our opinion, everything that qualifies society for the group and 

its members is conceived as sacred.2

Mauss continues to point out that so-called primitive societies are welded 

around the sacred. This thesis penetrates deeply into the minds of the founding mem-

bers of the Collège de Sociologie, who seek to repair the loosening of the current bonds 

of society. That said, French sociology plays a dual role in the founding of the Collège: 

it cultivates the activism of the Collège and at the same time indicates a path for it to 

follow.

Yet by broadly accepting Mauss’ thesis, the Collège places the emphasis of its 

study on the left pole of the sacred. First, the functional hopes that the Collège de 

Sociologie attributes to the sacred correspond more to the characteristics of mana than 

to those of the sacred itself: in other words, the Collège de Sociologie sees in the sacred 

first of all the source of a mystical, magical, transmissible and contagious power, which 

will lead to a spiritual power. That said, spiritual power according to the conception of 

the Collège is of an irrational nature: it establishes community cohesion, arouses popu-

lar dynamism and calls for momentum. It is an absolute and immediate power. It is 

conceived as a rival thought of totalitarianism, especially German Nazism, in that it 

represents a manifestation of a religious unconscious repressed by modern society. 

Then, for the members of the Collège de Sociologie, especially for Bataille, the sacred 

establishes the social bond, that is to say that they accept Mauss’s thesis identifying the 

sacred with the social. But on the other hand, they consider that the sacred can also be 

the antisocial against the established order. “It is remarkable that, considered within the 

limits of current times, the category of the sacred rarely appears to be linked to cohe-

sion; on the contrary, it most often appears antisocial. The sacred – or heterogeneous – 

elements which, in other conditions, founded this cohesion, instead of constituting soci-

ety, the social bond, could just as well be nothing more than its subversion,” asserts 

Bataille.1

To what extent is this antithesis justified? First, the conditions determine the 

consequences. The given world, that is, industrial society, is considered as a society 

tending to reduce itself to homogeneity. “Homogeneity” here means “commensurabili-

ty of elements” and “consciousness of this commensurability.” For Bataille, the 

productive society, the useful society is the exemplary model of social homogeneity, 

while the sacred elements are considered heterogeneous and generally take on a subver-

sive value. The heterogeneous, irreducible to assimilation by nature, achieves the rever-

sal of values. In Bataille’s thesis, we see a marked shift from the sacred in the general 

sense to the “left” sacred. As we know, in accordance with Durkheim’s schema, the 

sacred has two poles in that it contains pure elements and at the same time impure 

elements. The pure and the impure imply the respective functions of cohesion and 

dissolution. Compared to the pure, which presides over order and the norm, the impure 

is responsible for effervescence, disorder, fever. It is obvious that the sacred essentially 

takes the left dimension in the thought of the Collège de Sociologie.

Several of Caillois’ texts from the 1930s show that the author is preoccupied 

with the idea of “oversocialization,” the founding of a new order and a militant ortho-

doxy. More precisely, the Luciferian spirit and the feeling of revolt are at the center of 

his social reflection. Despite the divergences on the aims of the Collège de Sociologie 

between Bataille and him, their starting point turns out to be identical. “Le vent d’hiv-

er” explicitly expresses Caillois’ ambition to found a new doctrine that would provide 

both a ferment of dissolution of the established structure and a beginning of a recompo-

sition of the living forces.

Behind the transgression of Durkheim’s schema, there is the negativity of Hege-

lian phenomenology, more precisely that of Hegelian phenomenology interpreted by 

Alexandre Kojève. Between 1933 and 1939, in Paris, one of the great intellectual 

events was the Seminar on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, given by Alexandre 

Kojève. The following people attended this seminar: Raymond Queneau, Jacques 

Lacan, Raymond Aron, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Roger Caillois, André Breton, etc. 

Bataille attended the Seminar consistently and said he was upset when he left the 

conferences.

Kojève’s interpretation of Hegel’s phenomenology is personal and passionate. 

The interest of Hegelian negation, according to Kojève, lies in the fact that it is not 

purely destructive, but on the contrary constitutes the dialectical way to access the posi-

tive content of the Self. This Self “will be (in the future) what it has become by the 

negation (in the present) of what it has been (in the past), this negation being carried out 

with a view to what it will become,”1 while all action is negative. Negativity is realized 

in and through Action or as Action. More precisely, negation or negating action means 

to deny, and to transcend by denying it, the given reality of man. In other words, the end 

of negation is creation.

Bataille’s entire metaphysical system will be fundamentally marked by this 

thesis of negativity. The meaning that destruction takes on in Bataille’s thought 

becomes the key argument for understanding his reflection on death, eroticism, sacri-

fice, and the general economy. The notion of the sacred is defined in particular by 

Bataille as a pushed negativity, precisely in that the sacred constitutes for him an act of 

consummation. “[The sacred] threatens to break the dikes, to oppose to productive 

activity the precipitous and contagious movement of a consummation of pure glory. 

The sacred is precisely comparable to the flame that destroys wood by consuming it”, 

argues Bataille.2 The importance of negativity in Bataille’s eyes leads him to increas-

ingly identify the sacred with death – the extreme form of destruction. And his thinking 

leads to a thinking of mysticism, madness, death, which seems to Caillois difficult to 

reconcile with the principles from which the Collège de Sociologie starts. So, if the 

Collège de Sociologie had not been interrupted by the war, it would also have risked 

being dissolved due to the deep differences in orientation between its main initiators.

The activism of the Collège de Sociologie and its “disconcerting” ideas cannot 

be understood if we do not place them in the political and cultural context of the time, 

as we indicated at the beginning of our introduction. The desire to create momentum, 

the popular effervescence, the will to found a new order dominated by the spirit of a 

hierarchy of beings and the highlighting of the heterogeneous aspect of the sacred can 

lead one to suspect something like a fascist quest for greatness. The members of the 

Collège de Sociologie can be criticized for their lack of rationalism, their blindness and 

the ambiguity of their positions. Yet on the other hand, all these faults are understand-

able in that no one knew clearly at the time how far the madness of Nazism could go.

The ambiguity can also be removed by the fact that it is a mimetic tactic, 

explained by Caillois on several occasions and in different texts. The essence of this 

tactic is a counter-attack strategy: instead of letting oneself be enslaved, one rises up 

and fights against the enemy with the latter’s weapon. This strategy is not a betrayal of 

one’s own principles; on the contrary, it is a question of adapting them to the critical 

nature of the circumstances. This unreasonable idea was considered suspect, even 

warmongering, by a large number of Parisian intellectuals in 1938.

In fact, one might wonder whether the strategy of the Collège de Sociologie 

does not have a naive, blind side. In other words, the position of the Collège de Sociolo-

gie and its proposal to adopt fascist techniques without allowing itself to be contaminat-

ed by the ideology itself implies a strongly utopian dimension. From this point of view, 

the Collège de Sociologie ultimately reveals itself to be a literary and avant-garde 

discourse in the broadest sense. And because of the utopianism contained in its ideas 

and the fundamentally literary nature of its questioning, the Collège de Sociologie 

reveals for us on the one hand a heroism of writers who have failed in relation to their 

society, and on the other hand, a critical myth which “deferring to infinity its possibili-

ties of realization, leads to the deepening of thought and language in the exercise of 

writing.”1 

Bataille’s philosophical system is a-systematic. There are binaries in Bataille’s 

philosophy as his work often explores contradictions and impossibilities, particularly 

through the lens of sacred and profane binaries. Second, it concerns mysticism and 

extremity. Bataille ties mystical experiences to extreme states that push the boundaries 

of human consciousness, often linking them to religious ecstasy and the impossible 

aspiration of becoming “everything.” Third, it is the link between sacrifice and the 

sacred. Sacrifice is central to Bataille’s concept of the sacred, representing an unpro-

ductive expenditure that contrasts with the profane world’s focus on utility and produc-

tivity. Fourth, it is on religion and atheism. Bataille’s relationship with religion is com-

plex; he is both dismissive of and fascinated by it. He critiques Christian dogma while 

being drawn to religious ecstasy and rituals. Last, the pair of continuity and discontinui-

ty in his discussion. Bataille identifies a universal desire for continuity, which is often 

sought through experiences like sacrifice, eroticism, and mystical bliss, despite the 

inherent fear of losing one’s individual self.
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