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Tao, Language, Freedom and Aesthetics:

A New Research On Zhuang Zi’ s Philosophy

( Abstract)

Enlightened by some theories and methods of linguistic philoso-
phy and hermeneutics, this book gives new interpretations to the
concepts of “Tao” , “Yan” , “Zhen” , “Ming” , etc. , and the ide-
as such as freedom, individual, aesthetics, etc., in the book of
Zhuang Zi, thus to reveal the unique feature of Zhuang Zi’ s philos-
ophy from a new approach.

The introduction part consists of some notions about methodo-
logical consideration and the issue of textual authenticity. The sub-
tle relation between the speech and its real meaning in Zhuang Zi’
s text, and Zhuang Zi’ s own opinion on this relation must be fully
considered in our reading and hermeneutics. It is important to find
out “the meaning beyond the language” from the original context
that initiated Zhuang Zi’ s philosophy. Nevertheless, the researcher

also has to give a new interpretation to the original texts from the
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standpoint of his own contemporary context, and try to accomplish
the so called “fusion of horizons” between ancient and modern
through dialogue with classic authors. It is just in this speculation
movement between “going back to the origin” and “opening to the
new” , that the research of the history of philosophy acquires its own
value and meaning. As for the issue of textual authenticity, after
questioning some of the presumptions of the conclusions made by
previous scholars about the authenticity of the texts in Zhuang Zi |
this book considers Zhuang Zi basically as an integral whole in the
history of Chinese philosophy.

Chapter one investigates the academic background of Zhuang
Zi’ s philosophy, showing the original links between Zhuang Zi’ s
thought and the scholarship of other pre — Qin schools. The last ar-
ticle in the book of Zhuang Zi, entitled “The World” gives a de-
scription of the process of the development of pre — Qin academic
history, which provides important data for the background of the
creation of Zhuang Zi’ s thought. Zhuang Zi’ s thought came into
being by negating and criticizing the ideas and propositions of Con-
fucianism, Mohism and the Debaters, yet there are complex and
subtle relations between the method and content of Zhuang Zi’ s
scholarship, and those of the ancient “ Ying and Yang” theory, the
early Confucianism, the later Mohism, Hui Shi and other Debaters,

Lao Zi and other recluses. We may have a clearer understanding of



the original meaning of Zhuang Zi’ s philosophic ideas and proposi-
tions if we analyze it under the great background of pre — Qin “One
Hundred Schools’ Debating”.

Chapter 2 is a new exploration of the essential meaning of
Zhuang Zi’ s theory of Tao by means of etymological and semantic
analysis of the word “ Tao”. Although it is of great significance to
use the category of western philosophy to interpret the concept of
“Tao” in Chinese philosophy, the essence of “Tao” can only be
exactly understood and explained in its original context of classic
Chinese. Through analysis of the original meaning of “Tao” and its
semantic relations with other words in the text of Zhuang Zi, we
can find that though being used as an abstract and metaphysical
concept, “Tao” has never separated itself from its original image as
“road”, “way” or “method”. Therefore, the theory of “Tao” in
Zhuang Zi and even the whole Pre — Qin Chinese Philosophy is
methodological rather than ontological. “Tao” has the meanings of
“way”, “method”, as well as the meanings of “action ( walk)”
and “speech” . These meanings and their relations have deep phil-
osophic significance, showing that the “Tao” can never be apart
from people’ s “action” and “speech”. People always use their
own “action” and “speech” to explore the “Tao”, yet at the same
time, they use the “Tao” to lead their further “action” and

“speech”. The purpose of Zhuang Zi’s “Tao” is to find a way
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leading towards a realm of “Zhen” (real or true) and freedom.
Chapter 3 gives an analysis on the concept of “Zhen”. This
chapter points out an important phenomenon that hitherto has not
been paid much attention to, that is, the character “ Zhen” had sel-
dom been used in almost any ancient documents before Zhuang Zi.
In the earlier Confucian documents, such as the so called “ Five
Classics” , the Analects of Confucius and Mencius, there is no the
Character “Zhen” at all. It began in Zhuang Zi that the Character
“Zhen” was used frequently. This chapter analysis the philosophic
significance of the emergence of “Zhen” , and also compares it with
the emergence of the character “ Cheng” in early Confucian docu-
ments. It is a major contribution of Zhuang Zi to Chinese philoso-
phy: to produce “Zhen” as a philosophic concept, which expressed
Zhuang Zi’ s suspicion and speculation on human civilization as it
had been achieved at his time. It also expressed a spiritual pursuit
by the Chinese philosophers of this era of * philosophic break-
through” | to go beyond their limitation and towards a transcendent
realm. Zhuang Zi’ s probing and understanding of “ Zhen” were ex-
plicated with the imaginal concepts of “Zhen Ren (real man)”
“Zhen Zhi (real knowledge)” , “Zhen Xing (real nature)” | etc.
Chapter 4 is on Zhuang Zi’ s opinion of language, especially
his skeptical attitude towards language. The important feature of

Zhuang Zi’ s skepticism is its attitude towards language. Zhuang Zi



doesn’ t doubt the objective existence of things. What he has doubts
about is people’ s speaking of “right or wrong”, “this or that”,
“yes or no” in their language. “Right or wrong” etc. , are not real
properties of things, but distinctions that only happened in human
language. Therefore, Zhuang Zi doubts the ability of language to
present the reality of things and to express exactly the “Tao” , as-
serting that “Tao can never be spoken”, and advocating “no
speech”. Zhuang Zi’ s language skepticism was a response to Con-
fucian and Mohist debate about “right or wrong” , and the Debaters
debates about “hardness and whiteness”, “similarity and differ-
ence” , and his skepticism helped thinkers break with the conven-
tional blind faith in the current system of speech.

Chapter 5 analyzes the paradox of “Tao can never be spoken ”
and “Tao means speech”, and the way of speech in the text of
Zhuang Zi. “Tao” as the essential “speech” means that it can
never be apart from language. Actually, the unspeakable “Tao” at
last can exist in nowhere but language. Zhuang Zi who asserts that
“Tao can never be spoken ” has always been speaking about that
“Tao” in his book. The paradox of “Tao” and “speech” deter-
mines that Zhuang Zi can only twist and reform the conventional way
of speech but can not abandon speech at all. The unique way of
speech created by Zhuang Zi was featured with speaking without ev-

idence and reference, enantiosis, saying opposite opinions simulta-



