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Abstract: The complaint of the inadequacy of language is a universal phenomenon
in philosophical traditions in both China and the West. However, those who negate
language often speak more, not less, to refer to what is supposed to be inexpressible,
and Zhuangzi is the best representative of such an “ironic pattern” among all the
ancient Chinese philosophers. By reading several passages in the book Zhuangzi in
comparison with Western philosophers, notably Wittgenstein and Aristotle, this
essay explores the concepts of understanding and knowledge in Zhuangzi and their

implications for humanistic studies today.
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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” GUREA /), HECEM K, HEE, HgcHsdhmd, XK
HEFZ)." 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” (F L1 B E#H, &

! Ruan Yuan BrJt, “Zhouyi Zhengyi-Xici xia,” J& % 1E3 « SB¥ T in Shisanjing zhushu - =48 5
(Zhonghua shuju F13EE J5), 1980), 89. All translations of Chinese in this essay are mine.
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= 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 (>*%) as a metaphorical, indirect, but more effective device than
bi (Et) as explicit comparison when he says, “bi is clear to the view while xing has
something hidden behind” (&M #[F).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” (3L & M = A &, #4).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” (i& 7] i&
, JEHIE. 404, dEW 44).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” (KA KEMA T, VKA LA

! Jiao Xun #E1ff, “Mengzi zhengyi-Jinxinzhangju xia,” & T 1IE - 50 F A T in Zhuzi jicheng 7% T4 X
(Zhonghua shuju, 1986), 594.

2 Liu Xie #I##, and Fan Wenlan Y5 3CiM, Wenxin diaolong zhu SC.UMfEFEVE (Renmin wenxue chubanshe A [ 3C
R AL, 1958), 601.

3 Zhong Rong i, and Chen Yanjie BEIEE, Shipin zhu &% 5hi¥ (Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1980), 2.

4 Wang Bi i, “ Laozi zhu-Diyizhang,” & 771 -5 in Zhuzi jicheng, 1.
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i, B R ANER), says Zhuangzi.! 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™ (FEl:  “ T#AfEF " ), 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” (FUWIAF, RI/NFfIERE)? 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” (R
fMIEak? WRATE, AWAER, RMFEK) ?2 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).> 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 7t 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.”* Having
quoted these words, Qian Zhongshu remarked that “this may almost be translated
to annotate Laozi” (# 1] LLa%yE (£2F) ).

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

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

I Guo Qingfan FRBE#E, « Zhuangzi jishi-Zhibeiyou,” #T-88E « HILY in Zhuzi jicheng, 321.

2 Liu Baonan 2|E i, “Lunyu zhengyi-Yanghuo,” FiifiE38 « & in Zhuzi jicheng, 379.

3 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. C. K. Ogden (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983),
4.0031, 63.

4 Plato, “Letters: VIL,” in Plato, The Collected Dialogues, including the Letters, trans. L. A. Post, eds. Edith
Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton University Press, 1961), 342b, 1590.

5 Qian Zhongshu 8 &, Guanzhui pian & #E4% (Zhonghua shuju, 1986), 410.
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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” (7& 2 JIt
B, 2. SAMEE, SZPbE#H, ARTLLEEHH). 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!
WO A R, SRR, BEm AR, A, AR
HANCOE A R R A1 D RIB A ERA LS
W2t AFEAS, SHAM, mitsme k! !

After these words, Zhuangzi followed with the famous story of the Wheel-
wright Bian (i), who audaciously told Duke Huan (157)), who was reading a
book, that what his lordship was reading was “nothing but the dregs of the ancients”
(H AN ZFE8R). The Duke was not pleased and demanded an explanation, and the

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

! Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi-Tiandao,” TR « KiE in Zhuzi jicheng, 217.
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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” (1§ 2
JATF, 1A L), 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 fromme” (L ARE S, AEFENHMH . AR AME R
ZF, BZTFINAGEZZ M), 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” (15 2 A\ FH A AT {#H 1
» R SRRIE 2 FraEs, W N R T R)!! 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.”> 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.”® 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” (
SEEPTUMER, SRS, BEER, [SRsH. SEHEIUER, 15
B M55 ).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

U Guo, Zhuzi jicheng, 217-18.

2 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 27.

3 Wittgenstein, ibid., 7, 189.

* Guo Qingfan, “ Zhuangzi-Waiwu,” #7588 « 4MI in Zhuzi jicheng, 407.
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through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after
he has climbed up on it).”! 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., 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.” 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.” 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.”s 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 7rac-
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,

! 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.
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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

b

“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.! 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.”

HyiibrE: r5XH. f7HE: JEH, mablsH
N RHAEAE HORM, ANZPrHZE2H . SR 52 T #
Z, BER, NHMAHF? ByE. L. ETE: K71

! Zhang Longxi, The Tao and the Logos: Literary Hermeneutics, East and West (Duke University Press, 1992), 38.
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THZ IR R,

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.

IR 8, RIELE, JoimE it RRKAEmAE. A
s Rz . PLR T &ILE, AnbiEsh. DUEs AE4T,
DI SR/, DLW S AR, MRS, mA R

! Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi-Waiwu,” HTERE « 4N in Zhuzi jicheng, 403.
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REY . AFEREAR, DB IR . HEMEEREE, mESN e
G, HErdEsre, maeen Bl

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.
REERBKEFEZR, MRMLAN: HEFET, Ml
AR RMELRAGAE, TS EIRA—. 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” (Z54#5) 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 Xiangian explains by quoting the 7m-century Daoist Cheng Xuanying (Jf % %)

I Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi-Tianxia,” TR « K in Zhuzi jicheng, 474-75.
2 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi-Qiwulun,” R « BYER in Zhuzi jicheng, 39.
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of the Tang dynasty, the great dao or great benevolence “nurtures all things and loves
all without any particular consideration” (5= FE#F i, YL M0).! Tt 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.”
AR RETEE R ER B HETE EREERE, R
e, 7 By E. TR, RS 7 TR
“TARR, wmIA Rz 7 ByE “RAET, [
AR5, FREAREE, TIARBZREER, T T
“GHMEEA. TH Ghimmfads’ %, BOrEmZm
3, FnzE b, 7 2

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

! Wang Xiangian T/, “Zhuangzi jishijie-Qiwulun,” in Zhuzi jicheng, 13.
2 Guo Qingfan, “Zhuangzi-Qiushui,” HFERE « #K in Zhuzi jicheng, 267-268.
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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.”! 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.”? 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-

' A.C. Graham, Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Arguments in Ancient China (Open Court, 1989), 81.
2 Graham, ibid., 80, 81.
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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 (epistemé) from practical knowledge (phronésis) 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 7ruth 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 phronésis and
epistemé, 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.”? Reading Zhuangzi, we

realize, may still give us something valuable, insightful, and relevant in our time.
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! Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, trans. Martin Ostwald (Bobbs-Merrill, 1962)1139b, 150.
2 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2" rev. ed., English translation revised by Joel Weinsheimer and
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