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Abstract: Birds and beasts often appear in the Zhuangzi, in fables and parables meant to be read
analogically as instructions for human thought and behavior. Whereas the analogical significance of
some fables is obvious, in others it is obscure and in need of explication, and even the readily accessible
can be made to yield more clarity thanks to commentaries. This paper explores contributions made by
the commentaries of Guo Xiang (252-312) and Cheng Xuanying (ca. 620-670) to the understanding
of such fables. Guo Xiang and Wang Bi T i (226-249) are the two most important figures in the
xuanxue X £ “arcane learning” or “Neo-Daoism” movement of early medieval China (third to sixth
century C.E.), which combined elements of Confucianism with the thought of Daoist foundational
texts, especially the Daode jing (Classic of the Dao and Virtue) and the Zhuangzi (Sayings of Master
Zhuang). Focus of the movement was the promotion of the concept and practice of the sage-ruler as a
catalyst for the regeneration of self and society, leading to the foundation of a worldly utopia. Guo’s
is the earliest intact philosophical commentary to the Zhuangzi and one of the most widely read
during premodern times. Cheng Xuanying composed the only subcommentary to Guo’s commentary.
Its more explicit style is most helpful in deciphering Guo’s too often cryptic and elliptical statements.
However, it also tends to shunt Guo’s statecraft reading of the Zhuangzi more in the direction of
explicating philosophical and religious dimensions of the text. Whereas Guo’s observations about
sagehood, self-fulfillment, and the good life largely focus on the sage-ruler and his relation to his
people, Cheng’s approach tends more to explore issues of personal self-realization and individual
enlightenment, and, as such, is far more “religious” than Guo’s. However, when it comes to accounts
of birds and beasts, parodies and satires, which address the limitations, failures, delusions and faulty
assumptions, narrow-mindedness, and other human foibles, both Guo and Cheng see them all rooted
in self-conscious thought and knowledge, and thus deadly impediments to enlightenment. Other
passages about beasts and birds use animal fables as exemplars of truth concerning endowed personal
nature and the natural propensity to stay within the bounds of individual natural capacity. Since the
commentaries of Guo and Cheng add important dimensions to these accounts, this study explores
these as well.

Keywords: Zhuangzi; Guo Xiang; Cheng Xuanying; Dao; Daoism; fable; parable; spontaneity; birds
and beasts; commentaries

The Zhuangzi (Sayings of Master Zhuang),! an extraordinary text in many ways, has throughout the
ages attracted attention as a repository of fables and parables. Its fables include not only animals—both
real (fish, turtles, snakes) and imaginary (Kun fish and Peng bird)—but also plants (trees that talk) and
inanimate objects and phenomena (such as the wind), and forces of nature (Earl of the Yellow River and

1 The author’s Zhuangzi: A New Translation of the Sayings of Master Zhuang as Interpreted by Guo Xiang is in preparation and

will be published by Columbia University Press in 2020. All translations in this essay of the Zhuangzi, its commentaries,
and other Chinese texts are by the author.
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North Sea Ruo). Moreover, such passages feature not only human characters met in supposedly real
and believable situations but also mythic, divine, and otherwise superhuman figures such as the Yellow
Thearch, Hundun (primal Chaos), as well as such mythical heroes as Fu Xi (Domesticator of Sacrificial
Animals) and Shennong (Divine farmer, inventor of agriculture). Such fables and parables address the
limitations, failures, delusions, faulty assumptions, and narrow-mindedness of benighted mankind,
human foibles rooted in self-conscious thought and knowledge and, as such, deadly impediments to
self-fulfillment, happiness, and the good life—all of which may be achieved only unselfconsciously
and free from conscious effort. Fables and parables also use such human and nonhuman characters
at times positively, as exemplars of truth to endowed nature (xing £) and celebration of the natural
propensity to stay within the bounds of natural capacity (xingfen 747, for both rulers and ruled—both
essential concerns in Guo Xiang’s and Cheng Xuanying’s readings of the Zhuangzi.> Guo and Cheng
expand and elaborate the text of the Zhuangzi in such a way that passages become elements of a
comprehensive treatise of statecraft—advice to the ruler. Such an “applied wisdom” reading of the
Zhuangzi is consistent with the major trend in Neo-Daoism in general to read such texts as the Daode jing
and the Yijing 5 %% (Classic of Changes) as repositories of political wisdom and practice.?

Although many references to animals mentioned in the Zhuangzi also appear in works authored or
edited by Roel Sterckx,* none of these focus on the nature and function of the role of animals in its fables
and parables, that is, how animals are used as literary motifs and rhetorical devices, but instead explore
the perception and textual representation of animals as animals in ancient and later premodern Chinese
works, the Zhuangzi included, of course, as a major such work rich in animal reference. Moreover,
the views of Guo Xiang and Cheng Xuanying play no part in the surveys and analyses of Sterckx and
his colleagues.

Fables and parables have long been recognized as major features of the discourse of the Zhuangzi.
As Lu Deming P12 (556-627) observed: KIKE B 5. B2 NEL AT RLEM. (Guo 1997, Xu [F
[Prefaces], vol. i, p. 4) “For the most part, he [Master Zhuang] conveys what he wants to say in fables
and parables, which he uses to set forth principles, so he may not be censured on the basis of what is
literally said in the text.” And Cheng Xuanying, has this to say: #F5 5 DAl ZE. #505F = B2 M. BH
R Z 2. (Guo 1997, vol. i, p. 110) “Master Zhuang used fables and parables to express the arcane
principles of things, which is why he relies here on Shadow and Penumbra to clarify the meaning of
independent transformation (duhua).”

Guo Xiang himself occasionally refers to his own view of the nature and use of fables and parables
in the Zhuangzi, as, for example, in his commentary to a passage concerning the most famous of
fabulous creatures that appear in the Zhuangzi, the Kun and Peng:

EERA. HAER. B2 R AMESETEW. (LTS, HA M. In the North Sea there is
a fish, whose name is the Kun. The Kun'’s size is so great that no one knows how many
tricents big it is. It changes into a bird, whose name is the Peng. [5fE~ &. & iR,
KT ZAE. P EEEN. M EE. Sl R Z By 28, - BEEE
SR EE A, AR SR, BAFEHILE. B2 H.5 Whether the Kun and the
Peng really exist I really do not know. The main idea in the Zhuangzi is that one should
let himself go in spontaneous free play and achieve self-fulfillment through the practice of
unselfconscious action. Therefore, the text focuses on the most extreme examples of small
and great in order to illuminate what is appropriate to one’s natural capacity. Scholars who

Guo’s Zhuangzi zhu #tF7¥ (Commentary to the Zhuangzi) and Cheng’s Zhuangzi shu # ¥ #i (Sub-commentary to the

Zhuangzi) are both contained in their entirety in (Guo 1997).

3 (Chan 1991, pp. 119-58, 159-91; Lynn 1994, pp. 14-5; Lynn 1999, pp. 11-5; Lynn 2015, pp. 382-3; Hon 2010, pp. 71-95).
For the affiliations between Cheng’s thought and the concept and practice of the “sage-ruler” and practical statecraft, see
(Assandri 2009, pp. 127-9).

4 (Sterckx 2002; Puett and Sterckx 2005; Sterckx 2011; Sterckx et al. 2018).

Bold face is used for the text of the Zhuangzi and non-bold for Guo’s and Cheng’s commentaries.
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look at things with equanimity and insight should concentrate on the deep and universal
significance of what is said and disregard the particular words that convey it. One should not
have to come up with something to say for every little detail, for as long as such omissions
do no harm to the main idea, they are always acceptable. (Guo 1997, vol. i, pp. 2-3)

Our concern here is with the appearance of birds and beasts in the Zhuangzi, where fables
involving them often appear, and we have to ask why the authors of the text, Master Zhuang himself,
his immediate disciples, as well as later followers, included so many of them, and why they seem so
effective in conveying Zhuangzian teachings. Let us look at a few examples, the first from Qiushui FX7K
(Autumn Floods, Chapter 17):

HFHRBK. BEERR-AMLES. H. BUSRARR. EFRHFAEE. EHES
M. RE=THER. EMHMMZIEEZ £ WRE EHIREEME R EHAENR
ER&EHF. ZKRKH. BEMREES. HTH. &R | EFRENES. Once when
Master Zhuang was fishing in the Pu River, the King of Chu dispatched two officers of
state to go to him in advance and announce on his behalf, “I wish to burden you with
the administration of my realm.” Master Zhuang held on to his pole and without turning
his head said, “I have heard that in Chu there is a sacred tortoise, already dead for three
thousand years, kept by the king wrapped in cloth and preserved in a bamboo hamper at
the ancestral hall. Would this tortoise rather be dead and have its bones left behind to be
venerated or be alive so it could drag its tail in the mud?” The two officers of state replied,
“It would rather be alive so it could drag its tail in the mud.” To which Master Zhuang
said, “Get you gone! I am going to drag my tail in the mud!” 1% G % . The nature of
each would thus be content. (Guo 1997, vol. iii, p. 604)

Tortoise shells, used in pyromancy for their supposed numinous properties, were thus “sacred”
and kept with other sacred ritual objects in ancestral halls. The fable succinctly summarizes the contrast
between the simple joys of the secluded life of the recluse fisherman and the prestigious yet dangerous
and ultimately empty existence attendant on high rank and office, represented by the ritual tortoise
shell, a central theme of the Zhuangzi as a whole, here and elsewhere conveyed in a variety of ways,
including a more detailed fable that soon follows in the same chapter:

BTrHR EryERz. sGEETHE. ErR 8T f. R2Erd #RE+=H
—7%. When Master Hui was prime minister of Liang, Master Zhuang went to see him.
Someone said to Master Hui, “Master Zhuang is coming because he wants to replace you
as prime minister. At this, Master Hui was so afraid that he had the capital searched for
him three days and nights. %K. So he mustered troops and instructed them to do
this. EFERZ. H. BHER. HABE. FHZF KB FNEEmRRICE. JF
AL FHREAR. FRRAAK REBREER. BERz. MHzH. B 5T
UL F 7 BB i 5 B 48. Master Zhuang went to see him and said, “In the south there
is a bird, whose name is phoenix fowl [yuanchul. Do you know it? When the phoenix
fowl flies out from the Southern Sea all the way up to the Northern Sea, it perches on
nothing but the paulownia tree, eats nothing but bamboo seed, and drinks nothing but
sweet spring water. But then there was an owl that had just got a rotten rat, and as the
phoenix fowl happen to pass by, it raised its head and, seeing it, cried out ‘shoo.” Now
do you want to shoo me away for the sake of this Liang state of yours?” &R A [F]. F
% FHR. This addresses how the tastes of creatures are so different—each limited to what
it desires. (Guo 1997, vol. iii, pp. 605-606)

The mythic “phoenix fowl” symbolizes the refined courtier and aristocrat whose impeccable tastes
set him apart from the common run of mankind. The owl, on the other hand, is a scavenger whose
indiscriminate tastes associate it with base mankind at its worst. The forceful analogical thrust of the
parable with its immediate sting has delighted readers for ages, its humorous contrast of greed for vile
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advantage versus lofty personal taste effectively encapsulates the Zhuangzian nonworldly critique of
the lust for power, wealth, and prestige—all no better than a dead, rotting rat! The mechanism by which
the humor works combines both a juxtaposition of unlikely pairs of referents—rotten rat with feudal
state and owl (carrion eater) with prime minister—as well as a reversal of expectation—administration
of a state is surely a noble endeavor, not at all comparable to the revolting tastes of an owl! Master
Zhuang addresses Master Hui in this way surely to instruct him (and, vicariously, all readers ever
since), so in addition to the shock value inherent in the rhetoric, casting the argument in terms of a
parable allows the instructed the comfort of viewing their own failings at a distance, couched as they
are in terms of the vile tastes of an inferior animal.

Also from the same chapter is the oft-quoted and referred to exchange between Master Zhuang
and Master Hui about the joy of fish. Here, imagination is championed by Master Zhuang as a vital
form of cognition, defended on empathetic and creative grounds, and discredited by Master Hui in
terms of the rational intellect as pretension and fantasy. Although it is clear from both the text of the
Zhuangzi and Guo’s commentary that the vehicle of cognition is empathetic imagination, neither use
specific terminology to identify it. However, Cheng Xuanying refers to it as: da wuging suoyi %)
& FTr L “understand how the innate character of creatures is as it is” and ti wuxing #2¥)1% “embody
the inherent nature of others.” Da might also be rendered “have unimpeded access to,” and #i is thus
employed surely with the meaning of such binomials as tihui #8 & “bodily understand” or tichaf# %%
“bodily apprehend,” functions that involve the whole body, its physical sensations, and workings of
the mind and heart, all of which involve empathetic imagination:

HFEEFENERZ L ETH. EANERE. 2RAZ8Y. ETH. TIHA A
2% HTH. FIER ZAMBAMAZ Y. Whilst Master Zhuang and Master Hui were
walking about on Hao Bridge, Master Zhuang remarked, “The shu fish emerge to wander
so free and easy, for such is the joy of fish.”® Master Hui then said, “You are not a fish, so
wherein [an] can you know the joy of fish?”” Master Zhuang replied, “You are not me, so
wherein do you know that I do not know the joy of fish?” &t LAEERAAHIE T A~ ] LUAHAN 2 38
H. FaRFk. marAgndcz AR Rl AR ML JRA] DLAA 2 4448, By saying this he wants to cast
light on the proposition that because one is not another he cannot know that other: If despite
not being me you still can know that I am not a fish, then it must be true that even though
I am not a fish, I too can know the joy of fish.? BFH. ZIEF. EARMFR. FEIEAH.
TFZAMfAZEE. 2%, Master Hui then said, “I am not you, so I definitely do not know
what it is to be you, but as you are definitely not a fish, this proves perfectly that you do
not know what it is to be a fish.” & HAF M4/ L. Abandoning his original thesis,
he tries to use nimble disputation to refute him. }:FH. sEEHEA. FH. ILLMALTE.
BECAE &z M3k, A Z % L. Master Zhuang responded, “May I get back to your
original thesis? When you said “wherein do you know the joy of fish,” you already knew
wherein I knew it but asked me anyway: I knew it above the Hao.” ZH T2 A5 =. FEMA

Cheng Xuanying: “The Hao is the name of a stream in Zhongli prefecture $EEEHE in the Huainan 75 region ... Where rock
cuts across water a liang 2% [“bridge”] is formed, but the text here may also refer to an actual bridge over the Hao River...

Fish move about in water, while birds perch on land; each complying with its inherent nature, they all enjoy spontaneous
freedom. Master Zhuang was deft at understanding how the innate character of creatures is as it is [wuging suoyil, thus he
knew the joy of fish” (Guo 1997, vol. iii, p. 606). The shu fi may be identified with the Hemiculter leucisculus, the common
sharpbelly or sawbelly of East and Southeast Asia, adult average size about 30 cm./12 in. Although the consensus of modern
lexicography has shu for the name of the fish, traditional commentators suggest other pronunciations.

7 Cheng Xuanying: B8, ZREEEE. HETIEA. BAIFALE. “Failing to embody the inherent nature of other creatures,
Hui Shi presumptuously challenged him: Master Zhuang, you are not a fish, so wherein can you know the joy of fish”
(Guo 1997, vol. iii, 3:607)?

. “If I cannot know what it is to be a fish because I am not a fish, since you are not me, wherein can you know what it is
to be me? But if you are not me yet can still know what it is to be me, although I am not a fish, what prevents me from
knowing what it is to be a fish? Master Zhuang turns Master Hui’s argument back on him, which allows him to refute his
objection”. Zhuangzi jishi, 3:607.



Religions 2019, 10, 445 50f 13

HIEEGHIANE. STt Mg mfases. Sz Eat. AmmzIra. JIHE.
RATDABANR. AR MARRAMAE. B TZMZ =, A& ZFmAR. M7 ERM IR FIER
ZREEE. SRAKE. RYZFTETEE. RS HE. BB AREIH . HlpEE
2. FIKAEZ s, KBTI E. He gets back to Master Hui’s original thesis, in which
he said, “Since you are not a fish you have no means to know what it is to be one.” Now
[to paraphrase Master Zhuang], “You are not me yet still ask wherein do I know the joy of
fish, which means that you know that I am not a fish, and if you know that I am not a fish,
this in general means that mutual knowing [between self and other] is such that a this one
can know a that one, and one need not depend on being a fish and only then know what it is
to be a fish. Therefore I went back to what you said about wherein could I have known such
a thing, which means that you already knew what I knew! But just when you persisted in
interrogating me, I knew it exactly there above the Hao, so why did I have to depend on
entering the water!” That creatures live where they feel safe and secure is because Heaven
and Earth cannot exchange places and yin and yang cannot interchange productive activities.
Therefore, one living on land may by reference to how he feels safe and secure can know
how those that live in water feel joy—there is nothing especially profound or mysterious
about this at all!®. (Guo 1997, vol. iii, pp. 606-8)

Although humans and fish are obviously very different in many ways, Master Zhuang’s argument
is based on the firm conviction that a commonality exists at the level of basic, fundamental nature:
the capacity to feel joy, and that this capacity is not only observable across species but also open to
empathetic understanding. Guo Xiang turns this apparently casual conversational exchange into a
sophisticated treatise on cognition, the rules of argument in terms of logical syllogism, as well as the
power of empathy in human and nonhuman relationships, and, along the way, clarifies the elusive
meaning of an % “wherein”, which might seem on the surface a mere pun, so that it reveals itself
instead as the key to understanding the gist of the passage as a whole.!”

Again from Chapter 17, where the erudite sophist Gongsun Long/~ 45 confesses to Prince of
Zhongshan Mou of Wei that, despite all his learning and cleverness, he is so utterly confounded by the
teachings of Master Zhuang that he knows not what to do:

ATEBILKE. MXMEH. TEREREHZ P FRIEZH. BRE. HBRRTHR
ZE ARFREZ B, RUKAERMBEFEE. BIEHE . R EEp ) EERED. B
FKE—BZK MEREEFZ% WIER RFREAERKABF. Prince Mou slouched
against his writing desk, heaved a great sigh, and looking up at the sky laughed and said,
“Is it just you who has not heard of the frog in the derelict well? It said to the great turtle
of the Eastern Sea, “How pleased I am! I come out to jump along atop the railing of the
well or go back in to rest in the edge where a tile is missing. When I go in the water, I let
it reach my armpits and hold up my chin; when I trip about in the mud, I sink my feet
into it and let my insteps disappear. When I look around at the bloodworms, crabs and
tadpoles, none can equal what I can do. Moreover, I have hegemony over this entire pit
of water and all the joy in straddling this dilapidated well—how perfect is that! Why
don’t you come in and take a look around some time!” iL5/NG 2 H R A%, This one
seems just like the little bird that is self-satisfied with its wild grass.!! g2 Z R A. T

An % here is translated “wherein” instead of the more usual “how” because a deliberate pun on the word is involved that
exploits the range of meanings of an: content, contentment, safe and secure, where, and wherein. “Wherein” can suggest
both “how” and “where”: Master Zhuang deliberately (and mischievously) misconstrues Master Hui’s questioning so he
has him asking “where do you know the joy of fish”, which leads to Master Zhuang’s concluding remark, “I knew it there
above the Hao”.

This Zhuangzi passage is analyzed in more detail as part of a general study of imagination in the Chinese tradition in
Lynn (2019).

1 Xiaoyao you ¥ 7&i% “Spontaneous Free Play”, Chapter 1: “/F4E5 2 H. 1% HiZi@t. BT L. @B T. f%ERS 2 M.
IR 2 ZE 4. T HI%i#E. The marsh quail laughed at it [the giant trans-continental Peng [f§], saying: ‘Where is that one
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HEC B K. When the great turtle of the Eastern Sea had not quite got its left foot in, its
right knee was already stuck. FIRZ INEIY/IN. AE449X. This clarifies how something large
may not play about in something small—it is no fun at all to do so. REBRKTAL. HZ
BH. RTEZE NRUBHKX TZE. NRUSBHEE. &ZRHEILE. K
. HBZE/\ELR MERME. RAEAES. FULDERE. WIFKREZ K.
REEHZEZ. HEAE. SIHRE KW, Thereupon, it hesitated and withdrew to tell
the frog about the sea, “The space of a thousand tricents is inadequate to encompass it,
and a height of a thousand fathoms is inadequate to reach its entire depth. At the time of
Yu, great flooding occurred nine years out of ten, yet its waters never increased. During
the time of Tang, great drought occurred seven years out of eight, yet it shorelines never
receded. Not to keep changing no matter how short or long the time, not to advance or
recede regardless of how little or much the water, this likewise is the great joy of the
Eastern Sea.” At this, the frog in the dilapidated well, astonished and utterly confounded,
was so bewildered that it lost all self-possession. DI/N& K. #UH%. As something small
it so yearned to be large that it lost all self-possession. H RENANFIEIEZ 3, TR HB 7
T2 E, RRAEA L, mER W, AABER. BERMAARBY 2 S EE—RZ
I, 2&IEHaH 2 BB ? “Moreover, though your intelligence isn’t even up to recognizing
the boundaries between is and is not, you still want to analyze what Master Zhuang has
to say. This is like a mosquito trying to carry a mountain on its back or a millipede race
the Yellow River—you surely are not equal to the task.” ¥ % H 5, N A 5804 4L, Since
each person has his own unique allotted capacity, one can’t by force hope to equal what
another has. (Guo 1997, vol. iii, pp. 598-601)

The frog in the well represents the narrow and shallow perspective of a person smug with
self-conscious learning; the great sea turtle, an ocean dweller of broader perspective and informed
observation is meant to suggest Prince Mou himself; the mighty ocean so described is infinite in breadth
and depth, and, as such, becomes a metaphor for the Dao. Since Master Zhuang is one with the Dao,
he is far beyond Gongsun Long’s reach, and no amount of learning or clever tricks of rhetoric will ever
equip him to be his equal.

His observation of creatures in nature brings Master Zhuang to an understanding of his own
shortcomings in the following passage from the same chapter:

SR R 2 2. BE—REB AR E. BEEER. BAGE. BAZ S ERIEK. i
JAH. AT SR, RECR#. HANE. BB, JENEZ. B8 TRXEnsES.
BIREEBME 2. R85 SHE. When Zhuang Zhou was wandering through Eagle Hill
Park, he spied a strange-looking magpie approach from the south, its wingspan seven
feet and its eyes an inch around. It brushed against his forehead to settle amidst chestnut
trees. Zhuang Zhou remarked, “What kind of bird is this! Wings so big it can’t go far
and eyes so large it does not see!” Gathering up his robe he strode quickly toward it, his
pellet catapult held at the ready, waiting for the right moment [to shoot it]. But then he
saw a cicada that had just found such a fine piece of shade that it failed to watch out for its
own body, so a praying mantis, taking advantage of its own cover, grabbed it. However,
the mantis, letting itself thus be seen, also failed to watch out for its own body. # K
HELLHENE mMsEEZ RFEEH. Though it used a leaf to shield itself from the
cicada, the mantis failed to watch out for its own body, which now became visible to the
strange-looking magpie. Z#BEMAZ. RATHEHE. And the strange-looking magpie
then took advantage of this, but, in doing so, failed to watch out for its own body. Hf¢

going? I get up with a jump, never get farther than a few yards, and then come down. To flutter through a stretch of wild
grasses—this is really is the best kind of flying! So where is that one going?’ Such is the difference between small and great”
(Guo 1997, vol. I, p. 9).
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. BEEEd WRZEMEM. S REA. MUEZ. Eyes that could see and wings that enabled
it to flee were features of its authentic nature, but now seeing an advantage to be had, it
forgot all about them. FtAPARH. . YWEHHZRE. Zhuang Zhou said with alarm, “Alas!
How creatures really do cause each other trouble, t87]%. fi4H 2. Since they try to take
advantage of each other, they constantly cause one another trouble. —3HAHH . just as
these two brought it one on the other!” RAFNYIZE. YIFERZ. As the one coveted the
other, something else coveted it.

Only constant vigilance allows one to survive in a dangerous world. The enticement of “advantage”
in such a world inevitably leads to danger, for it causes one to overreach oneself—just as when the
cicada, seeking greater comfort, exposes itself to the mantis, the mantis, leaving the safety of its cover,
grabs the cicada but becomes prey for the magpie. The magpie, in turn, now exposes itself to Master
Zhuang and his catapult. Master Zhuang, about to shoot, himself becomes prey:

BEmRE BEAZRMZEZ. He then threw aside his catapult, turned and ran, since a
gamekeeper chased to accost him. 7. [ Z . Accost [sui] means to interrogate [wen]
him. JEEARA. ZHAE. BERTHZ. RTMEEEAER. EAH. EFENE
£+. After Zhuang Zhou returned home, he remained upset for three days. Lin Ju went to
attend him and asked, “Why, Master, have you been so unhappy recently?” Zhuang Zhou
replied, “Concerned with my bodily existence, I failed to keep watch over my person.” %
BAENH. AR, FER S Z R iR Rt 2 BrE. BT PR s & & th. His person
was among men, a world fraught with danger and adversity. Although he advocated a life
of bodily serenity and ease in such a world, he failed to gauge what was appropriate for that
world. This is what the text means by “taking care of one’s bodily existence but failing to
keep watch over one’s person.”

One’s “person” (shent}) indicates not one’s bodily existence but the psychological, moral, spiritual,
and sociological aspects of personal existence. Subject to guilt and shame, it is marked by the presence
or absence of an inner sense of self-worth and an outer reputation for honor or disgrace. Master Zhuang,
intent on bagging the big, fat magpie (good eating, apparently), was thus looking after his “bodily
existence,” but in doing so, he failed to keep watch over his authentic “person” (his fundamental
nature), thus exposing himself to shame and disgrace:

SEERMERTSES. BERER EREATER. RAREANER. EHUANE
1. Now when I was wandering about in Eagle Hill Park, I failed to keep watch over my
own person, so when a strange-looking magpie brushed against my forehead, forgetting
my authenticity, I wandered into the chestnut trees. The chestnut grove gamekeeper then
accosted me as a poacher, which is why I am upset. LA ZRI2E. KAEFHETFAKT. HEFH
FUHE. T8 APe. B, ERE =82 TN H— 5. His being accosted as a poacher
here is used metaphorically to express how in promoting serenity and ease throughout
the world, Master Zhuang always relied on words to express those ideas. In doing so he
vilified Confucius and scorned Old Long Ears [Master Lao]. And when he attacked the Three
Thearchs of antiquity, this then brought painful blame on his own person. (Guo 1997, vol. iii,
pp. 695-99)

Whereas Guo Xiang praised Master Zhuang for his great facility in describing and analyzing
sagehood, he emphatically denied that Master Zhuang was a sage himself.!? Creatures in nature thus

2 REETFE, WHEAAR, BORMMEAET, FHEG AR S W REmEE, AMEER. FEYE, ABERT. As for
Master Zhuang, it may be said that he really did understand the very essence of things, and, as such, never kept his wild talk
about it just to himself. Nevertheless, I have to say that he failed to unite with it [the Dao] and only resonated with it as a
person apart (Guo 1997, Prefaces, p. 3).
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constitute a mirror of human behavior, a graphic and unambiguous analogy that effectively can jolt
even a Master Zhuang, who is portrayed here with common human failings, into drastic change of
thought and behavior. The implications of the analogy are far-reaching: Observing first, the cicada,
then, the praying mantis, and, finally, the odd magpie—all of which seek some advantage while
ignoring the worldly danger lurking nearby—Master Zhuang finally becomes aware of his own danger
in the person of the gamekeeper, who comes from the very world he is consciously trying to change.
Realizing that he himself has been tied to “advantage” no less than the cicada, mantis, and magpie
before him, Master Zhuang flees home to ponder his shortcomings—all stemming from his failure to
remain true to his “authenticity.” Guo Xiang interprets this passage in a more radical way: The Zhuangzi
is replete with episodes in which Master Zhuang upbraids and ridicules Confucius and his followers,
as well as the sage-kings of remote antiquity, models for the later Confucian tradition. By “going
after” them, Master Zhuang, in Guo’s view, thus exposes himself to two dangers: (1) the world of
conventional morality, firmly in the grip of the Confucians, so offended, will fight back to Master
Zhuang's detriment and defeat and (2) Master Zhuang himself is undermining the foundation of his
own philosophy by consciously attacking the Confucians. Self-conscious action of any kind subverts
the basic core of his thought, at the center of which is wuwei & “unselfconscious effort.” Once engaged
in self-conscious effort, “serenity and ease” vanish, leaving even a Master Zhuang open to the worst of
human failings: the desire for advantage.

Renjian shi A\t (The Ways of the World, Chapter 4) contains stories of the praying mantis that
would stop a cart and the tiger keeper and his tiger, good advice for those who would rashly promote
worldly reform:

BRI EEE AT, MANREER. AARE. HEXR. d2 7. AleEH. 828
77. HIf&%E 5. Yan He was going to become tutor to the son and heir of Duke Ling of Wey,
so posed a question to Qu Boyu: “There is a man here whose virtue by nature makes him
a killer. If I just let him act unruly, he will endanger our state, but if I provide him with
rules to follow, I shall endanger my own person.” K/NAZ 1. 5] Z # AR O 4eH M
HIIELFF. A petty man’s nature is such that if you try to impose rules on him, he will hate
you, but if you indulge his lawlessness, such a ruler will reduce the country to chaos. 1%
H#5R. Rz B5. fH EATHE JRedz JEATHE. i H ME. REZ R E2Z. AR
#EJE. [Qu replied] “When he behaves as a child, you too be a child with him. When he
behaves as if he were out in the open country, you too be out there with him in the open
country.!®> When he behaves as if he had no banks, you too be with him with no banks.'
To get through to him, penetrate in such a way that it does not hurt.” /~/N37 =/ DL Ho i
1. Do not in the least set yourself up as a pointed jade tablet to ruffle his dragon’s scales.'®

Qu Boyan's solution of how to deal with autocracy is to outwit him: play along with the tyrant
and, while ingratiating oneself with him, take advantage of his likes and dislikes, hopes and fears,
and manipulate him in such a way to mitigate harm and, if possible, enhance chances to do good.
In doing so, the courtier must take extraordinary care not to confront or offend:

WA R, QB DRl AAEANB IS, 2HEAZEEW. Don't you know
about the praying mantis? It raised its arms in anger to block the turn of a wheel in a

carriage rut, but failed to realize it was not up to such a task—because of the splendid
opinion it had of its own resourcefulness. FH IR BB (RS M. DIE B, BEAREE.

13 “Open country” translates wu tingxi, “fields with neither large or small boundary paths”, which serves as a metaphor for

reckless behavior that respects no distinction between one’s own person and property and those of others.

“Have no banks” translates wuya, which serves as a metaphor for boundless appetite—just as a river without banks overflows

without limit.

15 Such jade tablets have sharp points and edges: Yan He is thus advised not to rub Kuai Kui the wrong way, with the
conventional morality befitting his office.
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SN P AR T AR E HAT. BIMEIR 7 B . As for the praying mantis raising its arms in
anger, it is not that it is not splendid, but it is just not equal to the task of blocking a carriage
rut. Now here, though realizing nothing may be done about it, if he [Yan He] obstinately
insists in fulfilling his obligations, he would be just like a praying mantis raising its arms
in anger. 2. HZ. BILMEE UL Z. #2R. So protect yourself from him and treat
him with care! As for the talents stored in you, if you brag about how splendid they are,
you are sure to offend him, and that will just about be the end of you! &{Z2 4. fiZz
%. LIPI . fEF8 2 1E. To offend this man by bragging about your store of talents and how
splendid you are is to pursue the path of danger.

The praying mantis defends itself against predators by standing up tall, raising its large front legs,
and opening its wings to look as big as possible—trying to appear larger and stronger than it really is.
As the mantis is helpless faced with an oncoming cart wheel, the courtier, no matter how impressive
his talents, is equally helpless before an autocratic tyrant.

BWARFRBREF. FBHUEYRY., HFZZEAM. Don’'t you know about the tiger
keeper? He dares not provide it with live animals because of the rage it will feel when
killing them. ZXE RGO 11 %7 . He fears that because it has a mind bent on killing this
will provoke its rage. NEBLA &Y EL 2. HIRZ Z & . And he dares not provide it with
a whole animal because of the rage it will feel when tearing it apart. 5% 5 &5 2. Hl
KIH 71T 2. As soon as he allows the tiger to tear it apart with its own teeth, the effort
involved will provoke its rage. RH L. FHA.D. He keeps track of the times it is
hungry or full, and so gets at what makes its mind angry. %1 LUK IHZ . Knowing
what makes it angry, he complies with it. [EZ BEEANREMBRCE. EE. HHRE. ¥
.. Although the tiger is a different kind of creature from man, the reason it still fawns
on its keeper is because he complies with it. Therefore, why it would kill a keeper is
because he thwarts it. JEH SR WHIZF L. If one complies with principle,
this provokes love in different kinds, but if one thwarts natural law, this results even in close
friends taking up arms against each other.

Cheng Xuanying elaborates:
RNER TR, JEIR AT LABIAR 5 s HR s, EHPTLIsc s, Y O ZE Rk, 42 77 BB . If one

complies with their wishes, even tigers and wolves can be tamed, but if one thwarts them,
they become vicious killers, just as when close friends take up arms against one another.
Since the stratagem of ingratiating oneself with them [vicious animals] works just like this,
it is no different from the way one should engage with other people. (Guo 1997, vol. 1,
pp. 164-8)

Ingratiation on the part of the courtier can generate fondness in the autocrat, but how complicated
and precarious the path involved, for it involves timing, presentation, degree and kind of indulgence,
manipulation of anger, and satisfaction, to name but the most obvious. But as the most dangerous of
beasts may be tamed, so the most vicious tyrant can be handled—as long as the recipe is just right and
the timing impeccable.

Perhaps the best known episode in the entire Zhuangzi is the “Butterfly Dream,” which occurs
right at the end of Qiwu lun XY (On Regarding All Things Equal, Chapter 2)

BE AL A D LR MR M. BWEE . Once when Zhuang Zhou dreamt that he
was a butterfly, a butterfly happy as can be, a state that utterly suited what he wanted to
be! HRGE. M 1M1T. Happy and content with himself, he flutters about with pleasure. /~
H1JE . But he was not aware that he was Zhuang Zhou. 77 HEZ AT A1, HIELEEME
AR, RPEENES. AIEEMRES. DEMEIER. B . FARAELEMRILER

{1 Dreaming he was a butterfly and thus unaware that he was Zhuang Zhou is no different
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than if he had died. However, no matter which state he was in, it never failed to suit him
comfortably. Therefore, since when alive one is attached to life, so surely when dead one
should love death. Looking at it from this point of view, we realize that to be distressed
about death while one is alive is an error.

This passage has attracted much attention throughout East Asia for two millennia, and at least for
the last two hundred years once it became known in the West. Whereas Guo’s commentary suggests
there is consciousness after death, that is not the main point here, but that one should be content and

happy no matter what state one finds oneself in.

AR E. HIEERE tH. When he awoke suddenly, he was astonished to be Zhuang Zhou,
HEME. #EEH. RLAEZH. It is only because this is addressed from Zhuang Zhou’s
point of view that it is said that “he awoke.” He was yet unsure that it might be still a dream.
ARIE 2 AR E. 4 > 2 JHBL. but he did not know whether he was Zhuang Zhou
who had been dreaming he was a butterfly or a butterfly now dreaming he was Zhuang
Zhou. % Z NHBEE. BERPNEZ AHFEE. MAE R ZE AEUHHRZ AZFHLR. 1
AR Z AL H FE. QDS 2 5 EARREZ £ 5. His not being self-conscious of
being a butterfly now is no different from his not being self-conscious of being Zhuang Zhou
while he was dreaming. However, since each state suited him comfortably at the time, he
had no way to be certain that he was not a butterfly now dreaming that he was Zhuang Zhou.
It commonly happens in the world that someone takes a nap and dreams the experiences of
an entire lifetime, so there is no way such a one is sure that one’s present lifetime is not just
something dreamed during a nap.

According to Guo Xiang, as long as the state of mind, one’s consciousness, remains unselfconscious,
as long as one is unaware of one’s awareness, all is well whether in dream or awake. Note that
“lucid dream” (a dream during which the dreamer is aware that he is dreaming) seems unknown here
(the modern term for which in Chinese is gingxing meng /& HE%*). The literature and lore of dreaming in
China goes back to a time long before the Zhuangzi, and includes, of course, dream interpretation and

its interest in omens and messages from the dead.!®

JA B, Hl%F 5 &. But between Zhuang Zhou and the butterfly there had to have
been a difference. KEE 7 77, HERNILA ZFHE. AP LI EWHES. HHEDE. JEH S
1t5. The difference between being awake and dreaming is no different from the distinction
between life and death. The reason why he is conscious that one state suits his aspirations is
because it is set off from the other—and not because of a lack of difference between them.!”

That is, each state—awake or dreaming—provides its own state of consciousness, and it is these

different states of consciousness that differentiate one state from the other.

H.Z 58Y L. And this is known as the transformation of things. KFFAE{F. 114 1%
7. MPEH 2 2. RO R. SREZ 8. SR 550N EE . 77 I, 25k
. MZRA Ql—EZd. SAME BIEEE. mEEMBARBEMEZ LR L
. REWYZ 8. Since time does not stop even for an instant, we cannot preserve
the present no matter how much we might wish to do so, which is why last night’s dream
transformed into the present. As for the change between life and death, how could it be
any different! Yet people worry so much about the gap between them! Just now one is in
this state and thus unselfconscious of that state—which is just what dreaming of being a

For dream in the Daoist tradition, see (Radpour 2017); for a more general survey see (Ong 1985). The “Introduction to

(Strassberg 2008, pp. 2-27), contains an informative and insightful essay, “The Evolution of Chinese Dream Culture”.

That is, each state—awake or dreaming—provides its own self-consciousness, and it is these different states of

self-consciousness that differentiate one state from the other.
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butterfly signifies. And taking an example from human experience, throughout life one never
knows now what might happen later—which is what the story of Concubine Li signifies.
However, the stupid think it is absolutely clear that they know that life is delightful and
death painful—this because they have never heard about the transformation of things. (Guo
1997, vol. i, pp. 112-4)

Concubine Li figures in a narrative earlier in the same chapter:

B2l YHAZTH BRZEBEF/ZH. BAUEE REERER HEIFRER &
$%. MEWHEDN M. Concubine Li was the daughter of the Ai district border defense
commandant. When the state of Jin first captured her, she cried so much that tears soaked
the whole front of her garment, and it was only after she had arrived at the palace, shared
his master bed with the ruler, and eaten his fine meats that she regretted she had ever
cried. —HEZ A, HEEI. Eitbz H. AIAREIE. DLREAE Z 8. EAEFHANE. Throughout a
lifetime, one’s emotions change as much as this. Since on any given day one never knows how
he might feel on any other day, how much the less can one know what the change between
life and death might bring! FE-FHIKILE NMEHIEZ B 4 F. So how do we know that
the dead don’t regret that they had ever first pleaded [qil for life! &, k.. “Pleaded” [gi]
means “begged” [giu].

Cheng Xuanying here expands slightly on Guo’s remarks: B i 2 5. 5 5E0, BEIFLE Z A
WiafE A 2 H3RAEZ Bl | “After Concubine Li had arrived in Jin, she regretted she had earlier cried.
So how do we know that the dead might not actually regret that earlier while they still lived they had
begged for life!” (Guo 1997, vol. i, pp. 103—4). However, at the beginning of the butterfly passage,
Cheng comments:

RARETH, FERE, ERM L, BY) 2 B, T L A3 DU, 72 3% DUBOHE, MEes
SRNIEE, & BRI, &SR, TSR L - B, BRI S W, Birth
and extinction yield to one another, cold weather and hot give way in turn, for such is the
constancy of Heaven and Earth and the basic principle of all things. Yet Master Zhuang,
a torchlight shining forth from the bright mirror of his intelligence, floated along atop the
highest good, and, as such, managed to invest dream and waking with the meaning of life
and death and entrust self and other to the transformation of all things. As such, he used
dream to become a butterfly, a state in which he fluttered about and which utterly pleased
him. And when he awoke to be Zhuang Zhou, though startled, he still was ready to go along,
free and easy, just on his own way. (Guo 1997, vol. i, p. 112)

That Cheng here used the term “highest good” (shangshan | %) is particularly telling, for it
alludes to the Daode jing of Master Lao, Section 8:

The highest good is like water. The goodness of water lies in benefitting the myriad things
without contention, while locating itself in places that common people scorn. (Lynn 1999, p. 63)

“Without contention” (buzheng/~3*) is also significant: when water courses along and meets
an obstacle, it does not contend with it but merely goes around or over it—wearing it away as it
does so—for this is how the sage deals with people and the problems of humankind. It is apparent
throughout his subcommentary that Cheng, unlike Guo, does regard Master Zhuang as a sage, a model
for the self-realization and enlightenment of the individual—a major concern of Cheng throughout
his subcommentary.

Conclusions

From butterflies to tigers, frogs and owls to high officials and would-be sages, the rhetorical
power of fables expounds the sometimes subtle, sometimes arcane teachings of the Zhuangzi in ways
that its straightforward prose discourse often leaves readers, if not baffled, at least struggling hard to
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understand. Its fables, a delight to read, have thus enlightened and entertained countless generations,
first in the East, and now for quite some time increasingly in the West. The commentaries of Guo Xiang
and Cheng Xuanying expand and explicate the meaning and significance of the fables in important
ways: Guo largely uses such fables to illustrate strategies for, if not success, at least survival in an
unpredictable and hostile world. Although Cheng’s remarks, as subcommentary, largely follow the
basic drift of Guo’s views, they often add different and more subtle dimensions to what Guo says,
for they seem directed more at individual, personal spiritual concerns. However, this does not mean
that such concerns are absent from Guo’s views of Master Zhuang. Let us allow Guo himself to speak
for himself and conclude discussion here:

MEHE BREUCE, SR, WAE mFeilzeER BEREEZA, E8R2 +, B
BMHERRDT, WHER, TR, MERAA B AR ZIE, MRLERMIKEEF. &
EFTE IR, EEEEEIR IR EAGRE t. Therefore, if one reads this book, he will transcend the
common world to realize that he already has what is just right in himself. He will cross over
Mount Kunlun and ford the Great Void to wander at ease in the Garden of the Dim and
the Dark. Even the insatiably greedy and the rashly ambitious will for a time pick from its
overabundant fragrant blossoms, savor its brimming richness of flavor, and lose themselves
amidst its sounds and images; enough so that with expanded thought and sensibilities one
achieves a state of mind in which physical existence is forgotten and self-fulfillment achieved.
So how much the more capable of this will those be who have plumbed their deepest feelings
and made sport of longevity! Profound and far-sighted, these will then abandon the dusty
world and find their way back to the arcane fulfillment of individual limits. (Guo 1997,
Prefaces, p. 3)
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