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2 Zhuangzi (3

China is one of the cradles of world civilization, enjoying over five
thousand years of history. It has produced many outstanding figures in the
history of ancient thought, and left a rich philosophical heritage for both the
Chinese people and the entire humanity. The fruit of these thinkers was to
establish unique schools that over the long course of history have been
continuously interpreted and developed. Today much of these thoughts are as
relevant as ever and of extreme vitality for both China and the rest of the
world. For instance, the ideal of “humaneness” and the concept of “harmony”
taught by Confucius, the founder of Confucianism, have been venerated
without ceasing by contemporary China as well as other Asian nations.

Ancient Chinese dynasties came and went, with each new dynasty
producing its own scintillating system of thought. These rare and beautiful
flowers of philosophy are grounded in the hundred schools vying for attention
in pre-Qin times and the broad yet deep classical scholarship of Han and Tang
times and in the simple yet profound occult learning of the Wei and Jin
dynasties together with the entirely rational learning of Song and Ming Neo-
Confucianism. The fertile soil of religious belief was Buddhism’s escape from
the emptiness of the sensual world and Daoism’s spiritual cultivation in the
search for identification with the immortals. The founders of these systems of
thought included teachers, scholars, poets, politicians, scientists and monks —
they made great contributions to such disparate cultural fields in ancient China
as philosophy, politics, military science, economics, law, handicrafts, science
and technology, literature, fine arts, and religion. The ancient Chinese
venerated them for their wisdom and for following moral paths, and called
them sages, worthies, saints, wise men, and great masters, etc. Their words and
writings, and sometimes their life experiences, constitute the rich matter of
ancient Chinese thought distilled by later generations. The accomplishments of
Chinese thought are rich and varied, and permeate such spiritual traditions as
the harmony between humans and nature, the unification of thought and action,
and the need for calmness during vigorous action, synthesizing the old and
innovating something new.

Nanjing University Press has persisted over the last twenty years in
publishing the 200-book series, Collection of Critical Biographies of Chinese
Thinkers, under the general editorship of Professor Kuang Yaming, late
honorary president of Nanjing University. This collection is the largest-scale
project of research on Chinese thinking and culture undertaken since the
beginning of the twentieth century. It selected more than 270 outstanding
figures from Chinese history, composed their biographies and criticized their
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4 General Preface (3

intellectual accomplishments; all in all, it is a rigorous and refined academic
work. On this foundation, we introduce this series of concise readers, which
provides much material in a simple format. It includes the cream of the crop of
great figures relatively familiar to foreign readers. We have done our best to
use plain but vivid language to narrate their human stories; this will convey the
wisdom of their thought and display the cultural magnificence of the Chinese
people. In the course of spiritually communing with these representative
thinkers from ancient China, readers will certainly be able to apprehend the
undying essence of thoughts of the Chinese people.

Finally, we are deeply grateful for the support from Hanban/ Confucius
Institute Headquarters, and the experts from home and abroad for their joint
efforts in writing and translating this series.

Editors
November 2009
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Jessica Mitchell, for her untiring patience and the invaluable editorial work
that she provided throughout the translation process. I also acknowledge the
helpful revisions by Professors Wang Zhengwen and Cheng Aimin of
Nanjing University.

I hope that this English translation will be an adequate guide to the
reader’s appreciation of Zhuangzi’s life and philosophy. With Zhuangzi, I
sincerely pray that we all may “broaden our minds,” “live without

restraint,” and “act according to our natures.”

Thomas Wen-Yen Mitchell
March 2010
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