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Abstract  The essay starts by questioning how the debate at the dam over the 
Hao River between Zhuang Zi and Hui Zi arose. It describes the source of ideas 
that led Zhuang Zi to speak on the enjoyment of the fish (yuzhile 鱼之乐) and 
points out that the meaning of the debate rests in bringing about the emergence of 
the true subject of “enjoyment.” It highlights this meaning by analyzing the 
essential content and value orientation of Zhuang Zi’s ideas on the joy of heaven 
(tian le 天乐) and perfect enjoyment (zhile 至乐). Following up on this thread, 
the essay goes further to analyze the true meaning of Zhuang Zi’s theory 
concerning the “great speech” of “non-speaking.” This essay holds that the 
debate is a parable, an external representation that unfolds an internal tension 
between two different levels contained within Zhuang Zi’s thought, rather than 
simply a debate between these two thinkers. 
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1  Introduction 

In the debate at the dam over the Hao River between Zhuang Zi and Hui Zi, what 
exactly did Hui Zi illuminate with his questions? And what implications does the 
answer to this question have on our understanding of Zhuang Zi’s thought itself? 
The interpretation of the debate depends upon the angle from which these 
questions are viewed. This essay takes these questions as a cut-in point; by 
analyzing the content and aim of Zhuang Zi’s notions of “the joy of heaven” and 
“perfect enjoyment,” I will try to explain that this debate is the externalization or 
unfolding of an internal tension within Zhuang Zi’s own views on life, freedom, 
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and language, rather than a dispute between Zhuang Zi and Hui Zi, who, in the 
dialogue, simply embody these two different opinions.  

The pivot point for understanding the debate at the dam over the Hao is how 
one takes Zhuang Zi’s remarks on the enjoyment of fish. Scholars usually 
interpret the remarks from the perspective of transference in the aesthetic sense, 
arguing that Zhuang Zi is transferring and projecting onto the fish his own 
experience of, and admiration for, freedom and pleasure. Such a view is 
reasonable and compelling, of course. However, a further question is: Why did 
Zhuang Zi exhibit such transference? 

Many people first seek answers from objects themselves: Fish swim in water 
freely and at leisure, just like large birds fly in the expansive sky. Thus they are 
images of freedom. But obviously, as a philosopher, Zhuang Zi would not stop at 
this. Moreover, transference’s root and impetus lie in the subject of transference 
rather than the object. The deepest mystery of what Zhuang Zi exclaims 
concerning the fish’s pleasure lies in his unique comprehension of “joy” rather 
than in anything else. More thoroughly speaking, it rests in the admiration and 
pursuit of the whole of “perfect enjoyment” or “the joy of heaven.” 

2  What Is “the Joy of Heaven”  

2.1  “The Joy of Heaven” or “Perfect Enjoyment”: The Joy of Non-self 
 
In The Writings of Zhuang Zi (Zhuangzi 庄子 ), the description of and 
commentary on “joy” is rich and thorough. There are vivid depictions of the 
pleasure of the frog in the dilapidated well, the happiness of turtles in the East 
Sea and of fish in nature. Even more comments and analyses concern the various 
pleasures of human beings. In general, however, in response to the distinction 
between heaven (tian 天) and humans (ren 人) in Zhuang Zi’s thought, pleasure 
can be divided into two general levels: “the joy of humans” (renle 人乐) and “the 
joy of heaven.” To wit, “being in harmony with humans is called the joy of 
humans; being in harmony with heaven is called the joy of heaven” (Zhuang Zi, 
“The Dao of Heaven” [“Tiandao” 天道]). The pleasure of the frog in the 
dilapidated well, the pleasure of the turtle in the East Sea, and the pleasure of fish, 
etc., are just symbols of “the joy of humans” and “the joy of heaven.” 

The so-called “joy of humans” can be easily understood. In everyday life, 
“joy” as the expression of natural feelings can be seen widely and frequently, and 
cannot be prevented or curbed: “When sadness and joy come, I cannot prevent 
their approach; when they go, I cannot retain them” (Zhuang Zi, “Knowledge 
Rambling in the North” [“Zhi Bei You” 知北游]). The pleasures coming from 
human relations, which are what Confucians pursued, more typically embody 
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“the joy of humans.” The characteristic of “the joy of humans” which makes the 
latter distinct from “the joy of heaven” is that “the joy of humans” is always 
directed toward something particular; it always has its particular objects and 
content, varying from one kind to another. Therefore such “joy” is always 
hampered by external restrictions: “Sages would have no joy if they do not see 
the changes which their anxious thinking has suggested; debaters would have no 
joy if are not able to set forth their views in orderly style; and critical examiners 
would have no joy if they find no subjects on which to exercise their powers of 
vituperation: they are all hampered by external restrictions” (Zhuang Zi, “Xu 
Wugui” 徐无鬼). The fundamental reason for this lies in how “the joy of 
humans” arises from particular things, and is always the pleasure of a particular 
subject. 

Then, what precisely is “the joy of heaven”? Zhuang Zi’s explanation seems to 
be clear: 

 
Those who know the joy of heaven act like heaven during their life, and 
undergo transformation like (other) things at death; in their stillness they 
possess the quality of the yin, and in their movement they flow abroad as the 
yang. Therefore he who knows the joy of heaven has no murmuring against 
heaven, nor any fault-finding with men; and suffers no embarrassment from 
things, nor any reproof from ghosts … His words proceeding from his vacancy 
and stillness, yet reach to heaven and earth, and show a communication with 
all things: this is what is called the joy of heaven. (“The Dao of Heaven”)  
 

From another point of view, Zhuang Zi also called “joy of heaven” the “perfect 
enjoyment” that only a “perfect person” (zhiren 至人) can reach: “The getting of 
the most admirable and the exercise of the thoughts in what is the most enjoyable, 
constitutes what we call the perfect person” (Zhuang Zi, “Tian Zifang” 田子方). 
And its meaning can be called paradoxical: “…perfect enjoyment is to be without 
enjoyment” (Zhuang Zi, “Perfect Enjoyment” [“Zhile” 至乐]). Then, what is to 
“act like heaven?” And how should we understand the statement that “perfect 
enjoyment is to be without enjoyment?” These questions remain to be answered. 

To properly understand expressions such as to “act like heaven” and “be 
without enjoyment,” one must attempt to understand what Zhuang Zi means with 
these terms. First, one must realize the distinction between Zhuang Zi’s “joy of 
humans” and “joy of heaven,” adistinction which is not the so-called division 
between types; instead, it this distinctionlies in the difference between what is to 
be and what ought to be. Unlike the circumstantially dependent and specious 
“joy of humans” in everyday life, only “the joy of heaven” deserves of pursuit 
and admiration. Second, one must grasp the internal bearing of Zhuang Zi’s 
thought as a whole. Then it is not difficult to see that the essence of “the joy of 
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heaven” and the statement that “perfect enjoyment is to be without enjoyment” 
are both expressions of “the joy without self,” which takes non-being rather than 
something else as pleasure. 

Following this direction, one will find that the elegant expressions in The 
Writings of Zhuang Zi, including “I lost myself” (wusangwo 吾丧我) and “sitting 
and forgetting” (zuowang 坐忘 ), are actually instantiations of “the joy of 
heaven” and “perfect enjoyment,” and the particular ways of embodying them. 
Therefore, “The man who has forgotten himself is the one who has become 
identified with heaven” (Zhuang Zi, “Heaven and Earth” [“Tian Di” 天地]). In 
“Letting Be and Exercising Forbearance” (“Zaiyou” 在宥), a chapter of The 
Writings of Zhuang Zi, when Yun Jiang (General Clouds) asked why Hong Meng 
“hops like a bird and rambles around” time and again, Hong Meng answered at 
first, “Wandering listlessly about, I know not what I seek; carried on by a wild 
impulse, I know not where I am going.” Eventually the latter revealed the secret, : 
“Neglect your body; cast out from you your power of hearing and sight; forget 
what you have in common with things; cultivate a grand similarity with the chaos 
of the plastic ether; unloose your mind; set your spirit free; be still as if you had 
no soul.” That is what “The Great Master” (“Dazongshi” 大宗师), means when 
he says that the “connection with the body and its parts is dissolved.” What is 
thus reached is the condition of non-self attained by a “perfect person” or a 
“spirit-like person” (shenren 神人).  

 
People of the highest spirit-like qualities mount up on the light, and (the 
limitations of) the body vanish. This we call being bright and ethereal. They 
carry out to the utmost the powers with which they are endowed, and have not 
a single attribute unexhausted. Their joy is that of heaven and earth, and all 
embarrassments of affairs melt away and disappear; all things return to their 
proper nature: and this is what is called (the state of) chaotic obscurity. 
(“Heaven and Earth”) 

 
2.2  “The Joy of Heaven” or “Perfect Enjoyment”; The Joy of Non-self “Seeking 
Enjoyment in the Formless Condition of Heaven and Earth”; Evolving from Qi 
and thus attaining “Great Pervasion” (Da Tong 大通) 

 
The pursuit of the Joy of Heaven starts with self-forgetting and the non-self, and 
eventually returns to the great evolution of qi, which is represented as the 
interaction between yin and yang. Consider the view from Zhuang Zi’s 
“Knowledge Rambling in the North” that “Life is due to the collecting of the 
breath. When that is collected, there is life; when it is dispersed, there is death. 
Since death and life thus attend on each other, why should I account (either of) 
them an evil?” Hui Zi once rebuked Zhuang Zi for drumming and singing rather 
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than being sorrowful at the death of the Zhuang Zi’s wife. Zhuang Zi’s replied,  
 
When she died at first, was it possible for me to be singular and not affected by 
the event? But I reflected on the commencement of her being. She had not yet 
been born to life; not only had she no life, but she had no bodily form; not only 
had she no bodily form, but she had no breath. During the intermingling of the 
waste and dark chaos, there ensued a change, and there was breath; another 
change, and there was the bodily form; another change, and there came birth 
and life. There is now a change again, and she is dead. The relation between 
these things is like the procession of the four seasons from spring to autumn, 
from winter to summer. (“Perfect Enjoyment”) 
 

Zhuang Zi’s reaction to his wife’s death has often been seen as a kind of natural 
philosophy, as Zhuang Zi’s understanding of the course of the formation and 
evolution of natural things, which includes the lives and deaths of human beings.  

If Zhuang Zi’s discourses on “the fasting of the mind” (xinzhai 心斋) and the 
“perfect human” are combined, one will find that “Seeking enjoyment in the 
formless condition of heaven and earth” (“The Great Master”) is the true 
embodiment and destination of non-self.  

 
“I venture to ask what that fasting of the mind is,” said Hui, and Confucius 
answered, “Maintain a perfect unity in every movement of your will, you will 
not wait for the hearing of your ears about it, but for the hearing of your mind. 
You will not wait even for the hearing of your mind, but for the hearing of the 
spirit. Let the hearing (of the ears) rest with the ears. Let the mind rest in the 
verification (of the rightness of what is in the will). But the spirit is free from 
all pre-occupation and so waits for (the appearance of) things. Where the 
(proper) course is, there is freedom from all pre-occupation; such freedom is 
the fasting of the mind.” (“The Great Master”) 
 

In accordance with Yan Hui’s experience, it is only through “the fasting of the 
mind” that one completely dissolves oneself. As Zhuang Zi writes, “Before it was 
possible for me to employ (this method), there I was, the Hui that I am; now, that 
I can employ it, the Hui that I was has passed away. Can I be said to have 
obtained this freedom from pre-occupation?” (“Man in the World, Associated 
with other Men” [“Ren Jian Shi” 人间世]). Meanwhile, the way that a “perfect 
human walks under water without encountering any obstruction, treads on fire 
without being burned, and walks on high above all things without any fear” is 
“ by keeping the pure breath (of life); it is not to be described as an achievement 
of his skill or daring” (Zhuang Zi, “The Full Understanding of Life” [“Da Sheng” 
达生]). 



CHU Zhaohua 560

If we say that “self-forgetting” and “sitting-and-forgetting” emphasize the 
forgetting of self, then “Seeking enjoyment in the formless condition of heaven 
and earth” completely integrates heaven, earth, and all the other things: 
“Therefore all things go through one and the same experience” (“Knowledge 
Rambling in the North”). Humanity is thus naturally fused into the great 
evolution of yin and yang, becoming a link and a particular embodied form of the 
evolution of yin and yang qi. What is called body “is the bodily form entrusted to 
you by heaven and earth,” such that “Life is not yours to hold. It is the blended 
harmony (of the yin and yang), entrusted to you by heaven and earth. Your nature, 
constituted as it is, is not yours to hold!” (Zhuang Zi, “Da Sheng”). Xu Fuguan 
徐复观 holds that for Zhuang Zi, “qi” “is in practice a term assimilated to a 
certain state of the mind, and different from Laozi’s purely physiological qi” (Xu 
2002, 342). This understanding is insightful. In fact, “the evolution of qi” is more 
about imagining the realm of man’s ideal existence, rather than describing the 
assimilation to a state of mind. Hence, when the so-called self or subjectivity is 
dissolved, the dividing line separating people from all the other beings is erased. 
In this, people “act like Heaven” and attain “perfect enjoyment” in this 
integration. Just as Liang Qichao 梁启超 has concluded,  

 
Zhuang Zi taught people to “deform their bodies and virtues,” assimilating 
them to metal and wood … Possibly he meant that one can resemble nature 
only after he recalls the so-called personalities to correspond to “insentient 
things.” In other words, it is a life for the sake of things other than the man, 
and furthermore, it is simply for the sake of non-life rather than life. (Liang 
1996, 144) 
 
The joy of heaven, the perfect enjoyment or freedom that inspired Zhuang Zi, 

is the realm of heaven-like actions characterized by the complete non-self, the 
seeking of enjoyment in the formless condition of heaven and earth and an 
identity with the great pervasion. It is the pleasure of the non-self completely free 
of corporeal restriction and mental perplexity. With this in mind, one will be able 
to understand how the fish become the object of Zhuang Zi’s transference. Fish 
do not feel any corporeal restriction or burden at all, and can thus be viewed as 
having forgotten corporeal shapes, like heaven does. They are completely 
integrated with water, so they are not disturbed by external things; without any 
knowledge or consciousness, they feel comfortable, free from the burden of the 
deceptive mind, and comfortably integrated with nature. As Zhuang Zi remarks, 
“You dream that you are a bird, and seem to be soaring to the sky; or that you are 
a fish, and seem to be diving in the deep” (“The Great Master”). This is the realm 
of perfect enjoyment that Zhuang Zi yearned for. The parable of Zhuang Zi’s 
dream about a butterfly says, “I, Zhuang Zhou, dreamt that I was a butterfly, a 
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butterfly flying about, feeling that it was enjoying itself. I did not know that it 
was Zhou” (Zhuang Zi, “The Adjustment of Controversies” [“Qi Wu Lun” 齐物

论]).  
In contrast, for Zhuang Zi, the pleasure of the frog in a well becomes a target 

of derision, more than admiration. This is because the frog flaunts its pleasure 
and thinks himself superior to a crab and a tadpole, saying, “I see that of the crab, 
crabs, and tadpoles there is not one that can do like me.” Moreover, he even 
boasts, “How I enjoy myself … why do not you, Master, often come and enter, 
and see it for yourself?” (Zhuang Zi, “The Floods of Autumn” [“Qiu Shui” 秋
水]). From beginning to the end, the frog in the well is anxious to shine light on 
the existence of “self,” and deliberately flaunts the extraordinary pleasures 
concentrated in the self by means of discrimination and comparison with others. 

Regarding the difference between a true person and an ordinary person, 
Zhuang Zi’s answer points to another aspect of the fundamental distinction 
between the pleasure of the frog in the well and that of fish—the true person is 
different from an ordinary person just because “Even the knowledge of the ant he 
puts away; his plans are simply those of the fishes; even the notions of the sheep 
he discards” (“Xu Wugui”). This is because the so-called pleasure of the true 
person and the perfect person lies in being happy without knowing it, and 
viewing non-consciousness, non-discrimination, and non-action as pleasure, and, 
most fundamentally, taking “non-self” as the deepest pleasure. “I consider doing 
nothing (to obtain it) to be the great enjoyment, while ordinarily people consider 
it to be a great evil” (“Perfect Enjoyment”). Zhuang Zi celebrated death by 
“drumming on the basin and singing,” “singing in the presence of the corpse” 
and discussing the pleasures of death with a skeleton. Zhuang Zi thus clarifies 
that death as the ultimate destination of a human life is the only thing which 
genuinely enables one to reach the realm of non-being, for in death the body 
becomes transcendent over all things just as a hanging wart matures, such that 
“there are not (the distinctions of) ruler above and minister below. There are none 
of the phenomena of the four seasons … No king in his court has greater 
enjoyment than we have” (“Perfect Enjoyment”). In a state such as this, one 
completely returns to the great evolution, free of the restrictions of life, forms 
and even of qi.  

3  The True Subject of “the Joy of Heaven” 

“You are not the fish, How do you know what constitutes the enjoyment of fish?” 
(“The Floods of Autumn”). 

This is the question that Hui Zi put to Zhuang Zi. Its most fundamental and 
subversive meaning lies in its focus on the subject that Zhuang Zi thought he 
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could dissolve, as occurred when Zhuang Zi dreamed about being a butterfly in 
“The Adjustment of Controversies.” He describes that scene, observing, 
“suddenly I awoke, and was myself again, the veritable Zhou.” The so-called 
pleasure of fish is just what Zhuang Zi had seen, imagined, yearned for, and 
expressed. The true meaning of this question is to remind Zhuang Zi that it is his 
own existence and presence that enables the fish to exist for him , and only then 
is there a about question whether fish are happy or not. At this level, the debate 
has much similarity with Wang Yangming and his friend’s discussion about a 
blooming tree in the rock; what is different is only that Wang stressed that the 
mind exists before things do, and that things show their presence because of the 
mind. 

 
As the master wandered around Nanzhen, a friend pointed at a blooming tree 
in the rock and asked, “There is nothing outside the mind on earth. Take this 
blooming tree as an example, whose flowers opens up and close in the deep 
mountain. What does it have to do with my mind?” Master answered, “When 
you do not see these flowers, they remain in the state of stillness together with 
your mind. When you come to look at these flowers, the colors of these 
flowers become clear on the moment. So, we know that these flowers are not 
outside your mind.” (Wang 2008, “Record of Huang Xingzeng” [“Huang 
Xingzeng Lu” 黄省曾录]) 

 
What Hui Zi emphatically pointed out is that there is first the existence and 

presence of a person, i.e., “you,” as the subject of cognition and speech, and then 
the presence of things and the state of their existence. The direct subject of the 
“joy of fish” is the fish, of course, but from a deeper perspective, the very source 
of “joy” is rooted in the person, or more precisely, in Zhuang Zi; it is the 
understanding and admiration of “the joy of heaven” or “perfect enjoyment” 
without self, which is expressed through projection and transference. People have 
frequently thought that Hui Zi’s question is inferior in some way to Zhuang Zi’s 
thought. From the perspective of what has been mentioned above, however, what 
Hui Zi considered and asked about does not seem to be inferior to Zhuang Zi’s 
thinking. Instead, it even seems to be deeper. On the surface, it points to the 
difference between Zhuang Zi and the fish, drawing these two into opposition 
and isolation, but its deeper meaning unites these two in the sense of a 
philosophical hermeneutic. At the end of the debate, Zhuang Zi’s conclusion also 
returns to and further highlights this train of thought. It clearly realizes the 
existence of “I” as a subject, and concludes via a hermeneutic method, and views 
it as the origin. “Let us keep to your original question. You said to me, ‘How do 
you know what constitutes the enjoyment of the fish?’ So you knew that I knew it, 
and yet you put your question to me – well, I know it over the Hao” (“The Floods 
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of Autumn”). Meanwhile, the following also deserves to be noted: Zhuang Zi’s 
beginning proposition that “the fish swim at ease, that is the enjoyment of the 
fish,” if viewed alone, may probably be misunderstood as an ordinary remark 
which one might also hear from rural uneducated people, and it is Hui Zi’s 
question that fully opens the broader field, activates the internal tension 
contained therein, and inspires more profound speculation.  

Once the subject is forced out from the background, then, according to the 
intrinsic logic of Zhuang Zi’s thought, there will certainly be discrimination, 
separation, and opposition between the subject and the object, between I and 
others. For different subjects, sorrow and pleasure are certainly distinct. Before 
the debate at the dam over the Hao, “The Floods of Autumn” reminds readers 
that, for a frog in a well, “leaping upon the parapet of this well, and having a rest 
by means of the projections formed by the fragments of the broken tiles of the 
lining proceeded to the water…when one has entire command of all the water in 
the gully, and hesitates to go forward, it is the greatest pleasure to enjoy one’s 
self here in this dilapidated well.” Later in the passage we recognize that, for the 
turtle from the East Sea, how can this be called pleasure?! In the eyes of the latter, 
only joy in the East Sea counts as such. When Zhuang Zi, Hui Zi, and the fish 
emerge as separate subjects and oppose one another, their mutual understanding 
naturally becomes a great problem, for “fish live and people die in the water. 
They are different in constitution, and therefore differ in their likes and dislikes.” 
Likewise, “If the music of the Jiu-shao or the Xian-chi were performed in the 
wild of the Dong-ting lake, birds would fly away, and beasts would run off when 
they heard it, and fishes would dive down to the bottom of the water; while 
people, when they hear it, would come all round together, and look on” (“Perfect 
Enjoyment”). Similarly, we should take into account this question from “The 
Adjustment of Controversies”: “Mao Qiang and Li Ji were accounted by men to 
be most beautiful, but when fishes saw them, they dived deep in the water from 
them; when birds, they flew from them aloft; and when deer saw them, they 
separated and fled away. But did any of these four know which on earth is the 
right female attraction?” Now, given that people and fish are totally different 
subjects, and that fish do not appreciate what people think beautiful, then how 
can the pleasure of people be the same as that of the fish? Now that these two 
have different standards for pleasure, how can one comprehend the enjoyment of 
the fish?! In this sense, the debate at the dam over the Hao is both a conclusion 
and an admonition, warning people that different subjects certainly enjoy things 
in their own ways. and an admonition 

Thus viewed, Hui Zi’s questioning Zhuang Zi is not groundless, nor is it 
deliberate showing off intelligence; instead, it is disclosing in a special way the 
contradiction or tension implicitly contained within Zhuang Zi’s thought itself. 
This debate is more of a parable rather than a chronicle of an exchange of ideas 
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that actually occurred. What it reflects is the internal conflict and tension 
between two different tendencies within the thought of Zhuang Zi. 

In The Writings of Zhuangzi, no matter whether he talks about “losing myself” 
and “sitting-and-forgetting” or “the fasting of the mind” or “emptying himself,” 
all these have to be developed and actualized through a subject with both a 
corporeal form and a mind. Who loses “himself”? It is Nanguo Ziqi 南郭子綦; 
Who sits and forgets? It is Yan Hui. This is shown in “Enjoyment in Untroubled 
Ease” (“Xiaoyao You” 逍遥游) where a huge bird is able to “mount upwards as 
on the whorls of a goat’s horn for 90,000 li, until, far removed from the cloudy 
vapors, bearing on its back the blue sky” just because “its back is like the Tai 
mountain, while its wings are like clouds all round the sky” (“Enjoyment in 
Untroubled Ease”). Later in the text we read, “I have heard of flying with wings; 
I have not heard of flying without them” (“Man in the World”). From the 
perspective of the “human world,” it is more so. “There is a True Man (Zhen Ren真

人) first, and then there is True knowledge (Zhen Zhi真知)” (“The Great Master”). 
The requisite existence and presence of the subject are not only “something for 
which one has to depend,” but in essence is the source of all “that has to depend.” 
Meanwhile, the corporeal body and the unlimited mind, which are two different 
dimensions, have distinct existences, manners, and value orientations. The 
epistemological questions and survival problems that a corporeal subject has to 
face necessarily result in profound internal conflicts and tensions between the 
subject and the “empty” realm of “sitting-and-forgetting” and “non-self” that 
Zhuang Zi pursued. Such contradiction or tension is not only because the Writing 
of Zhuang Zi was not written by a single person at a single time, but because it is 
inherently contained within Zhuang Zi’s thought itself, and is one of the latter’s 
important characteristics. In fact, Zhuang Zi was well aware of this. He had not 
only clearly seen the existence of this conflict, but, more profoundly, he realized 
it is the greatest problem faced by humanity regarding our survival and freedom. 
The “dual-action” notion concerning “emptying oneself during one’s time in the 
world,” which is at the core of his thought, exists precisely to solve this 
fundamental problem. As for this question, the author will discuss it in another 
essay, but here, he merely wants to point it out. 

4  From “the Joy of Heaven” to “Perfect Words” 

In “The Floods of Autumn,” the followers of Zhuang Zi recount the parable of 
the pleasure of a frog in a well being inferior to the turtle’s pleasure in the East 
Sea, thereby suggesting that the thought of Gongsun Long 公孙龙 is inferior to 
that of Zhuang Zi. Indeed, in The Writings of Zhuang Zi, the distinctions among 
pleasures, as well as the conflicts and tensions contained therein, also reflect 
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characteristics of Zhuang Zi’s view of language. Hui Zi’s question similarly 
targets Zhuang Zi’s view of language. For Zhuang Zi, “pleasure” and “words” 
respond to each other and have internal connectivity. 

As is well known, in “The Adjustment of Controversies” Zhuang Zi discerns 
the difference between the notes of heaven, the notes of earth and the notes of 
humanity, thus dividing “speech” into “great” and “small.” Great speech is exact 
and complete; small speech is [merely] so much talk (Da yan yanyan, xiao yan 
zhanzhan 大言炎炎，小言詹詹). What do “yanyan” and “zhanzhan” mean, 
respectively? Guo Xiang (郭象) observed very simply that “these possibly 
suggest the difference between languages.” But what is this difference? Cheng 
Xuanying’s (成玄英) comment on trivial “xianxian” (閒閒) knowledge is actually 
an answer to this question: “Xianxian (閒閒) means discrimination” (Guo 1961, 
51). What is the true meaning of what Zhuang Zi calls “great speech”? We can 
understand it by starting with Zhuang Zi’s description of “small speech,” 
especially his explanation and critique of its shortcomings. 

For Zhuang Zi, the fundamental characteristic of “small speech,” which is 
consistent with “small knowledge,” is that it denotes and discriminates things by 
means of specific nomination, denotation, and definition, such that “a thing is 
called by its name through the (constant) application of the name to it” (“The 
Adjustment of Controversies”). On the other hand, so-called denotation and 
meaning are a result of human convention. Therefore, Zhuang Zi called these 
“human speech” or “ordinary speech,” and that is the core of differences between 
“small speech” and “great speech” The analysis of, and warnings against, the 
limitations of such “human speech” can be seen throughout The Writings of 
Zhuangzi. To discriminate things suggests separating and isolating them, and thus 
hindering the understanding of the whole. This occurs because, when 
apprehending individual things, their meanings are merely conventions; it 
becomes hard to convey what these things really mean. Or, as Zhuang Zi says, 
“What the meanings seek to denote cannot be really conveyed” (“The Dao of 
Heaven”). What is said does not necessarily communicate what it is intended to 
communicate, and, more importantly, the so-called “rectification of names” with 
respect to a person, that is, the discrimination of a person’s role and status, leads 
to struggles between human beings, as Zhuang Zi notes: “ So we have the 
contentions between Confucians and Mohists, the one side affirming what the 
other denies, and vice versa” (“The Adjustment of Controversies”). Even worse, 
each distinction makes others struggle for status and thus deviate from the dao of 
heaven. Accordingly, “Virtue is dissipated in (the pursuit of) the name for it, and 
wisdom seeks to display itself in the striving with others. In the pursuit of the 
name men overthrow one another; wisdom becomes a weapon of contention. 
Both these things are instruments of evil, and should not be allowed to have free 
course in one’s conduct” (“Man in the World”). 
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Such speakable human language can speak pure things only, for as Zhuang Zi 
notes, “what can be discoursed about in words is the grossness of things” (“The 
Floods of Autumn”). If people are simply limited to small speech or ordinary 
speech, it may possibly lead them to deviation from and blocking of the dao. 
Zhuang Zi holds that “the dao has no limitations,” and “the dao is integrated as 
the one” (“The Adjustment of Controversies”). As the source generating all 
things in the universe, “ there is in [the dao] emotion and sincerity, but it does 
nothing and has no bodily form. It may be handed down (by the teacher), but 
may not be received (by his scholars). It may be apprehended (by the mind), but 
it cannot be seen” (“The Great Master”). Therefore, regarding “empty small 
speech” devoted to “discrimination,” “The dao cannot be heard; what can be 
heard is not it. The dao cannot be seen; what can be seen is not it. The dao cannot 
be expressed in words; what can be expressed in words is not it. Do we ever 
know the formless which gives form to form? In the same way the dao does not 
admit of being named” (“Knowledge Rambling in the North”). And going on, 
“we may speak and we may think about it, but the more we speak, the wider shall 
we be of the mark” (“Zeyang” 则阳). 

In Zhuang Zi’s opinion, only “great speech” can display the great dao. 
Contrary to “small speech,” great speech means saying nothing; Zhuang Zi thus 
also calls it “perfect speech”: “Perfect speech is to put speech away; perfect 
action is to put action away” (“Knowledge Rambling in the North”). He also says, 
“the great dao does not admit of being praised. The great argument does not 
require words” (“The Adjustment of Controversies”). In this sense, it is also 
called “the speech of not speaking.” The idea of “great speech” “covers all things 
and views them as one” (“Enjoyment in Untroubled Ease”). And so “[what] is the 
case for the perfect dao, so it is with great speech. Here are the three terms of 
‘complete,’ ‘all-embracing’ and ‘the whole,’ which are superficially different, but 
the reality (sought in them) is the same; they refer to the one thing” (“Knowledge 
Rambling in the North”).  

It is not difficult to see that Zhuangzi’s “great speech” and “perfect speech,” 
which feature the “speech of no words,” are not another kind of “speech” that 
would be the opposite of “small speech.” Rather, this notion simply tries to get 
rid of human limitations, and acts as a language “without self” which overcomes 
and transcends the limitations of “small speech” or human speech, enabling all 
things to be naturally represented in the “Great Dao.” 

However, such perfect or great speech also inspires Hui Zi-style questions, just 
like “the joy of heaven” does, for if the dao cannot be named or spoken and 
perfect speech contains no words, how the can one disclose the existence of the 
dao and apprehend the meaning of the dao? 

The debate at the dam over the Hao does not directly mention the issue of 
speech, but in fact, “knowledge” itself involves the question of “speech” and 
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implicitly contains similar questions concerning the subject, namely how 
“speech” is possible and how the meanings of “speech” are formed. Wang Fuzhi 
analyzed and interpreted the statement from “Knowledge Rambling in the North” 
that “(The operations of) heaven and earth proceed in the most admirable way, 
but they say nothing about them; the four seasons observe the clearest laws, but 
they do not discuss them; all things have their complete and distinctive 
constitutions, but they say nothing about them.” In his commentary Wang 
advances a set of questions, writing,  

 
Heaven and earth do not speak, the four seasons do not remark, and things do 
not talk, but it does not mean that they do not speak, remark or talk; rather, it is 
that they cannot speak, remark or talk. They cannot speak, remark or talk 
because they have no organs to speak, remark or talk. Suppose one asks an 
animal to explain how its eyes see and how its ears hear; and suppose one asks 
a plant to explain how its flowers bloom and how its fruits mature. Can they 
speak on earth? What is corporeal is still so, let alone heaven, earth and four 
seasons. (Wang 1964, 186) 

 
Wang’s response to these questions is also that what underlies the possibility of 
“speech” and the representation of its meanings can be sought in people only: 
“Regarding the great constancy that has inherently been there since the very 
beginning, people intrinsically see it as beauty, law and principles, and thus 
create order,” or else, “the saints would have been ignorant, and then the man 
would have no knowledge of the world” (Wang 1964, 186). 

In fact, Zhuang Zi was well aware of this. His conclusive critique of the 
limitations of small speech and ordinary speech constitutes a major trend in his 
thought and has attracted much attention, but it is only one aspect of his thought. 
Beyond this, Zhuang Zi had unique thoughts and answers from another 
perspective. Unfortunately, this aspect is often neglected because it is implicit: 
now that the great speech’s speech, i.e., the formation of its meanings, has to 
depend upon the presence and apprehension of a person, attempts to approach the 
great dao cannot really reject small speech or ordinary speech. Instead, 
approaching the great dao has to depend upon the ordinary speech of human 
beings, and the great dao can be thus only be reached gradually. Zhuang Zi’s 
discourse in the “Zeyang,” deserves but has never attracted sufficient attention, 
particularly where he says, “If words were sufficient for the purpose, in a day’s 
time we might exhaust it; since they are not sufficient, we may speak all day, and 
only exhaust (the subject of) things. The dao is the extreme to which things 
conduct us. Neither speech nor silence is sufficient to convey the notion of it. 
Neither by speech nor by silence can our thoughts about it have their highest 
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expression.” “The feet of man on the earth tread but on a small space, but going 
on to where he has not trod before, he traverses a great distance easily; so his 
knowledge is but small, but going on to what he does not already know, he 
comes to know what is meant by heaven” (“Xu Wugui”). In order to understand 
Zhuang Zi’s complete view of language, the above two aspects should be united. 
On the one hand, Zhuang Zi warned people that they should clearly realize that 
man’s language and knowledge in a certain time and space and even his language 
and knowledge themselves are predestined to be limited, “Now you do not 
understand so much as the tip of an autumn hair of it, not even the ten-thousandth 
part of the dao … We look for it, and there is no form; we hearken for it, and 
there is no sound. When men try to discuss it, we call them dark indeed. When 
they discuss the dao, they misrepresent it” (“Knowledge Rambling in the North”). 
Therefore, people should not confuse ordinary speech with the great dao itself, 
and should be aware that “speech is spoiled by its gorgeousness,” thus blocking 
“perfect speech” and the “great dao.” According to Cheng Xuanying, “The 
gorgeousness here means the flippancy and floweriness of speeches. Because of 
the indulgence in flowery language in a debate, it thwarts the perfect speech” 
(Guo 1961, 64). On the other hand, Zhuang Zi also claimed that, with this 
precondition, one can recognize and represent the great dao by means of 
man-made ordinary speech and small speech. This means that one has to depend 
on small speech and ordinary speech in speaking of the dao, but meanwhile one 
must transcend small speech rather than being limited to it. Therefore, Zhuang Zi 
declares, “I know that the dao may be considered noble, and may be considered 
mean, that it may be bound and compressed, and that it may be dispersed and 
diffused. These are the marks by which I know it” (“Knowledge Rambling in the 
North”). It is in this sense that Zhuang Zi warned people that “Fishing-stakes are 
employed to catch fish; but when the fish are caught, the men forget the stakes. 
Snares are employed to catch hares, but when the hares are caught, men forget 
the snares. Words are employed to convey ideas; but when the ideas are 
apprehended, men forget the words.” Similarly Zhuang Zi also declares in “What 
Comes from Without” [“Wai Wu” 外物], “Fain would I talk with such a man 
who has forgotten the words?” As for this question, Mou Bo interprets the 
beginning sentence of the Dao De Jing 道德经—“The dao that can be followed 
as a dao is not the enduring and unchanging dao. The name that can be named is 
not the enduring and unchanging name”—as revealing “two aspects in one 
unity.” His interpretation is also very helpful in explaining Zhuang Zi’s view of 
language: “On the one hand, it positively affirms the important role of language’s 
engagement in grasping the dao; on the other hand, it warns against the limitation 
of such role of language’s participation in the structuring and stresses the 
transcendent aspect of the dao, which is the ultimate concern” (Mou 2000, 437). 
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This insight profoundly addresses the deeper aspect of the question, and is 
helpful as we seek to grasp the essence of the Daoist view of language, including 
that of Zhuang Zi. 
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