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ZhuangZhou:
Defying Official Ranks

Born in Meng of the state of Song during the Warring States era, Zhuang Zhou,
369BC-286BC, also known as Zi Xiu or Zhuangzi, was a great thinker, philosopher,
litterateur, and representative of Taoism. He inherited the philosophy of Laozi and
further developed Zhuangzi School of the pre—Qin period.Though covering all facets of
social life,his doctrine was essentially born out of Laozi, hence “Lao Zhuang” for the
two put together by later times.  Their doctrines were known as Lao Zhuang
Philosophy. Zhuangzi contributed not only to his unique philosophy but also literature.
Rather than dry lectures, his political and philosophical doctrines were rendered
through rich and colorful language in his witty fables. His main works Zhuangzi reads

like a collection of fables that display unique imagination and strong artistic appeal.

The Annals of History carried a brief profile for Zhuangzi outlining his writings as
some 100,000 words, mostly fables that contained profound philosophy and truth of life
like The Old Fisherman, The Bandit Zhi, and To Open the Trunk. His works featured
forceful literary image, unique imagination, and rich liveliness, and brought its readers
to a state of sublime detachment. Unique in Chinese literary history, his writing broke
away from the literary form of dialogues and marked the maturity of pre—Qin prose
writing. It is generally agreed that Zhuangzi represented the zenith of pre —Qin
literature, and cast lasting influence through the history in its idea, style, structure,
and technique on numerous men of letters, such as Ruan Ji, Tao Yuanming, Li Bai, Su

Shi, Xin Qiji, Cao Xueqin, to name a few of the leading ones.

Zhuangzi sounded cynical. In the Warring States period, he lived in the years of
King Hui of State Liang and King Xuan of State Qi, and was slightly younger than
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Mencius. He once served as the Lacquer Lord. Impoverished as he was, Zhuangzi kept
his moral integrity, bluntness, and edges.There was a time his family ran out of supply,

said the Lord, “I’'m just about

’

and he went to borrow corn from the River Lord. “Yes,’
collecting the revenue of my fief, and will then lend you the corn. Will that do?” At
this Zhuangzi flushed with anger, “Yesterday, as I was coming along, I heard a voice
calling. 1 looked round, and in the cart—rut I saw a crucian. I said, ‘What do you
want, crucian?’ ‘T am a denizen of the East Sea,” replied the fish. ‘Pray, Sir, a pint
of water to save me.” ‘Yes, said I, ‘I’m just going south to visit the prince of Wu and
Yue. T will bring you some from the West River. Will that do?’ At this, the crucian
flushed with anger, ‘I am out of my element. 1 have nowhere to go.A pint of water
would save me.But to talk to me like this, you might as well put me in a dried—fish

9

shop at once.

Despite his indifference to fame and gain and pursuit for self —cultivation and
peaceful inaction, Zhuangzi was burdened with grief and despair for his society. Under
his philosophical surface of retreat, indifference and pursuit of what was natural,
Zhuangzi bore mixed love and hate for reality. It was the dirty world that forced him to
retreat, and the incessant worldly shackles that he stressed on conforming to the law of
nature, which in itself, highlighted his personality. He was convinced to live in poverty
was more preferable than to pursue in the officialdom that had the inborn nature to
harm the people. This reflected his acute disillusionment toward the dark reality. One
day Zhuangzi was fishing on River Guo when two ministers assigned by the King of
Chu showed up,  “Your Respectable, His Majesty has long learned your fame and
intends to entrust you with state affairs. We truly request your acceptance to relieve
His duties in the first place and benefit the mass.” His rod in hand, Zhuangzi did not
even turn his head,“I heard of a mystical tortoise in the State of Chu. It was killed at
its 3,000 years’age. Then got enshrined in a bamboo case with silk cover by the King.
Now for the tortoise—should it die and stay in the case or live in the muddy water?”
“Oh, it surely is better to live in the muddy water! ” the ministers exclaimed. “Then

would you sirs please go back! I prefer living in the muddy water too.”

Spiritually, Zhuangzi pursued absolute freedom; and accordingly he aimed to

achieve physical freedom without relying on external forces. He claimed all were equal

- 4
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in the universe, with which man could last if integrating themselves into it. Zhuangzi
advocated that man’s spirit should conform to the law of nature, and be content with
their lot while keeping in good psychological condition. A story on how he went
through illumination, the Butterfly Dream told Zhuangzi often dreamt of becoming a
butterfly flapping among the flowers and grass in the garden in his beloved daytime
sleep. Waking up, he was then amazed to feel how his arms could flap like wings. One
day while Laozi was lecturing on Yi (changes), Zhuangzi told him the dream in the
interval. A great sage as he was, Laozi understood the truth of men’s previous life and
afterlife, thus pointing out that Zhuangzi was a white butterfly in his previous life.
Thereupon, Zhuangzi became thoroughly enlightened over life and all secular affairs
were as transient as the moving clouds or the flowing water. He held the universe and
men were one whole, therefore making man forgetful of himself and the world. It was
Tao that gave man the look while the universe the essence. What man needed to do
was to avoid tainting his essence by their taste.

Zhuangzi held all should follow the rule of nature. Everything had its merits and
values. “The King of Wei bestowed me some gourd seeds and 1 did grow very big
gourds that can hold 5 liters of water.” his friend Huizi told him one day, “however, it
broke when I picked up the full gourd. Not good for holding water, I then cut it into
halves for scoop use; but turned out to be too big and inconvenient. In a fit I smashed
them.” “That surely is bad!” Zhuangzi retorted, “if no good for holding water, why not
hold it with a net and tie it to your waist? That way you can swim at ease. Just how
much fun it is! Should you know to make use, it would show its merits. Unfortunately,

”

you found it useless, and just have ruined it!

Zhuangzi claimed that man should follow the Heaven’s rule and discard
“artificialness”. He believed both life and death were pleasant. In his Knowledge
Travels North, Zhuangzi pointed out that “the life of a man results from convergence
of the vital fluid. Its convergence is life; its dispersion, death.” Life to him was a fluid,
a natural phenomenon. Similar expression existed in his Universe, “that all things (in
the universe) are ONE, and that life and death are but phases of the same existence.”
Since all things were the one, there existed no difference between life and death but
an objective necessity or nature’s rule, the same as the change of day and night. His
wife passed away from illness, and he sat cross-legged singing to the taps on the pot
when Huizi visits. “She is your diligent wife, bore your child, and maintained your

home,” Huizi blamed, “now she passes away, you might just as well shed no tears. But
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why sing? Isn’t it too much to be sensible?” “No, I do not mean to be unreasonable.”
Zhuangzi explained, “l was sad when she was closing her eyes. Thinking further, I
realized I'm still too much of an everyman to understand the law of life and death or

the Tao of the universe. And so I've come to feel no rues.”

And then, when Zhuangzi was about to die, his disciples expressed a wish to give
him a splendid funeral. But he said, “with Heaven and Earth for my coffin; with the
sun, moon, and stars as my burial regalia; and with all creation to escort me to the
grave, | have all paraphernalia and need not your efforts.”  “We fear,” argued the
disciples,  “lest the ravens and hawks should eat the body of our Master.” To which
Zhuangzi replied, “Above ground I shall be food for ravens and hawks; below I shall

be food for mole crickets and ants. Why rob one to feed the other from your

prejudice?”
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