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Chapter 18
Perfect Happiness

Is there really perfect happiness in the world? Is there really some
way by which we can enjoy life? If there is, what should we do and what
should we depend on? What should we avoid and what should we adhere
to? What should we follow and what should we evade? What should we
like and what should we dislike?

What men in the world esteem is wealth, honours, longevity and good
fame. What men in the world enjoy is a comfortable life, abundant food,
fine clothes, beautiful colours and sweet music. What men in the world
despise is poverty, disgrace, premature death, and bad fame. What men
in the world worry about is lack of a comfortable life, lack of abundant
food, lack of fine clothes, lack of beautiful colours and lack of sweet
music. They are greatly worried and upset when they are in lack of these
pleasures. How foolish they are in their way of valuing life!

Men of wealth toil and moil to accumulate more riches than they can
possibly consume. How superfluous they are in their way of valuing life!
Men of distinction ponder over good and evil day and night. How irrel-
evant they are in their way of valuing life! Men are born into this world
together with worry and care. In a muddled state of mind, men of longev-
ity live a long life of worry and care. How distressing they are! How
pointless they are in their way of valuing life! Men of martyrdom are
eulogized by men in the world, but they have failed to preserve their lives.

I do not know whether their merits are good or not. Perhaps I should
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think that their merits are good, but they have not been able to preserve
their lives; perhaps I should think that their merits are not good, but they
have preserved the lives of other people. Therefore, as the saying goes,
“When your loyal admonitions are not accepted, you should withdraw
and refrain from argument.” As a result, Wu Zixu argued with the king
and was put to death; if he had not argued with the king, he would not
have gained his good fame. Is there really something that can be re-
garded as good?

As to what the people practise and enjoy, I do not know whether their
happiness is genuine or not. As to what the people enjoy — what they
pursue and go all the way to strive after and universally claim to be hap-
piness — I do not know whether their happiness is genuine or not. Is there
really something that can be regarded as happiness? In my opinion, genu-
ine happiness lies in the refrainment from action while people regard it as
sorrow and grief. Therefore, as the saying goes, “Perfect happiness is
derived from the absence of happiness; perfect fame is derived from the
absence of fame.”

In this world of ours, it is impossible to decide what is right and what
is wrong. Nevertheless, refrainment from action can help to solve this
puzzle. In refrainment of action we are closest to perfect happiness and
enjoyment of life. I shall try to put it this way. The heaven is clear be-
cause it does nothing; the earth is quiet because it does nothing. As nei-
ther the heaven nor the earth does anything, everything in the world is
born out of them. Opaque and obscure, they seem to come from no-
where. Obscure and opaque, they seem to have left no trace whatso-
ever. Everything in the world is born with nothing having done anything.
Therefore, as the saying goes, “The heaven and the earth do nothing and

there is nothing they cannot do.” However, who among the men can
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refrain from taking action?

Zhuangzi’s wife died. When Huizi went to express his condolence, he
saw that Zhuangzi was squatting on the ground, singing and beating time
on a basin.

Huizi said, “Your wife has lived such a long time with you. She has
born and reared children for you. Now that she has grown old and died,
you are pitiless enough if you do not even shed a tear. Haven’t you gone
too far when you sing and beat time on a basin?”

Zhuangzi said, “By no means. When my wife just died, how could I
refrain from sorrow? But if we trace her beginning, she did not have life
before she was born. Neither did she have life, nor had she physical form
at all. Neither did she have physical form, nor had she had vital energy at
all. Amid what was opaque and obscure, transformation took place and
she obtained her vital energy. Another transformation took place with her
vital energy and she obtained her physical form. Yet another transforma-
tion took place with her physical form and she obtained life. Now that
one more transformation has taken place and she has returned to death,
this is like the succession of spring, summer, autumn and winter. My
deceased wife is now lying peacefully between the heaven and the earth.
If I were to weep over her death, I think, this would mean that I am
ignorant of fate. That is why I stopped weeping.”

Zhili Shu and Gujie Shu were sightseeing around Mount Mingbo on
the plains near the Kunlun Mountains, where the Yellow Emperor had
rested. All at once, a tamour appeared on Gujie Shu’s left elbow. He was
startled and seemed to be disgusted at the sight of it.

Zhili Shu asked, “Are you disgusted at the tumour?”

Gujie Shu said, “Not at all. What is there to be disgusted at? My life is

but a loan from Tao. A tumour that grows on the loan from Tao is nothing
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but a dust. The succession of life and death is like the succession of day
and night. You and I have been observing the transformation of things.
Now that transformation has come on me, why should I feel disgusted
at it?”

On his way to the state of Chu, Zhuangzi saw an empty skull, parched
but preserving its form. Zhuangzi struck it with his horse whip and said,
“Have you been reduced to this condition because you craved for life
and lost your power of reason? Or because you were beheaded when
your country perished? Or because you did evils that brought shame to
your parents, wife and children? Or because you suffered from cold and
hunger? Or because you died a natural death?”

When he finished asking these questions, he went to sleep, using the
skull as his pillow. At midnight, he heard the skull speaking in his dream,
“You seem to be an eloquent speaker, but your words have revealed all
the human bondage. The dead are not burdened with these things. Would
you like to hear about what it is like in the world of the dead?”

Zhuangzi said, “Yes.”

The skull said, “In the world of the dead, there is neither ruler above
nor subjects below. With no changes of the four seasons, ease and com-
fort last eternally. Even the happiness of a king in the human world can-
not surpass this!”

Zhuangzi did not believe in his words and said, “If Fate were to re-
store your physical form and restore your skin and bones so that you
could return to your parents, wife, children, neighbours and friends, would
you be willing to do that?”

The skull said sadly, “How can I abandon the happiness of a king to
suffer from the hardships in the human world?”

When Yan Yuan had gone east to the state of Qi, Confucius had a
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worried look on his face. Zigong left his seat and asked, “May I ask why
you look worried when Yan Yuan has gone east to the state of Qi?”

Confucius said, “It’s a good question! There is a saying by Guanzi
which | appreciate very much. He said, ‘A small bag cannot hold large
things; a short rope cannot reach a deep well.” Thus, as life is pre-des-
tined, so physical forms are prearranged. Neither can be altered. I am
afraid that Yan Hui will talk with the Marquis of Qi about the ways of
King Yao, King Shun and the Yellow Emperor and the teachings of
Suiren and Shennong. The Marquis of Qi will reflect on himself and
find Yan Hui’s words beyond his comprehension. He will be puzzled
over what is beyond his comprehension. And then he will kill Yan Hui
when he is puzzled.

“Have you never heard about the story of a sea-bird that perched on
the outskirts near the capital of the state of Lu? The sovereign went to
welcome it and offered it wine in the ancestral temple. Jiushao music
was played to amuse it, and pork, beef and mutton were prepared to feed
it. Bewildered and sad, the sea-bird did not dare to eat a morsel of meat
or drink a cup of wine. It died in three days. The sovereign tried to take
care of the bird as if he had been taking care of himselif. To take care of
the bird in its own way is to allow it to perch in the woods, to fly over the
islets, to float on the rivers and lakes, to feed itself on eels and other small
fish, to fly and rest with the flock and to live at ease. Why make such a
loud noise when the bird detests human voices? When Xianchi music and
Jiushao music are played in the wilderness, the birds will fly away, the
beasts will take to their heels, and the fish will dive deeply to the bottom
of waters. Only men will come and gather together to listen to the music.
Fish can only survive in waters while men will die in waters. As differ-

ences do exist between men and fish, they must have different likes and
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dislikes. That is why the former sages did not hope that everybody would
have the same talent or do the same thing. Names should conform with
reality and propriety should conform with individuality. They can be said
to have acquired a proper way of reasoning and to have enjoyed ever-
lasting bliss.”

During one of his tours, Liezi saw a century-old skull while he was
eating on the roadside. He plucked a weed and pointed it at the skull,
saying, “Only you and I know that you were never alive or dead. Are you
really sad? Am I really happy?”

Among the various species, there is a microorganism which propa-
gates in water. It becomes moss on the water margin and it becomes
plantain on the highlands. The plantain becomes water plantain, the root
of which becomes the larva of the dung-beetle and the leaf of which
becomes the butterfly. Soon afterwards, the butterfly becomes an insect
in a moulted form by the name of guduo, which lives under the stove. In
a thousand days the quduo becomes a bird by the name of ganyugu,
whose saliva in turn becomes an insect by the name of simi, which
again in turn becomes another insect by the name of shixi, from which
the insect by the name of yilu is born. The insect by the name of
huangkuang is born from the insect by the name of jiuyou; the insect
by the name of maorui is born from the insect by the name of fuguan.
The yangxi grass lives with the bamboo that no longer sprouts, which
gives birth to an insect by the name of gingning, which in turn gives
birth to the leopard, and which again in turn gives birth to the horse,
which again in turn gives birth to the man. The man, in his turn, reverts
to the microorganism. Everything in the world comes out of a microor-

ganism and goes back to it.
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