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To Die or Not to Die: Zhuangzi’s Three Immortalities1 
 
Abstract  While it is known that the problem of death is a central topic 
animating the author/s of the Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi, leading Chinese 
and Western interpretations of this Chinese classic have usually focused much 
more on other themes and aspects. Even more problematic in the author’s view is 
the fact that the Zhuangzi has been closely associated with one death philosophy, 
the set of concepts, arguments and figures present in chapter 6. This study puts 
death back at the very center of the Zhuangzian philosophical project yet 
insisting at the same time on the difficulties of defending one philosophy of death 
since different passages introduce new concepts, imagery, nuances and 
perspectives. The Zhuangzi’s focus on death is being situated within a discussion 
of the “immortality” ideal––accepting a total death (“to die”) or find refuge in 
immortality ideals (“not to die”). Different passages from the Inner Chapters are 
being presented as proposing three distinct immortality projects or 
strategies––personal, social and cosmic––to address the problem of death. E. 
Becker’s reflections on the challenge of mortality and the psychological need of 
a “beyond” in order to cope with the consciousness of death provide the basic 
theoretical framework underlying the discussion of the Zhuangzi in this essay. 
 
Keywords  Zhuangzi, Inner Chapters, death, personal immortality, social 
immortality, cosmic immortality 
 
The Zhuangzi (莊子 , formerly transcribed as Chuang-Tzu) has long been 
identified as the pre-Han, classic Chinese text most focused, or perhaps better put, 
uniquely preoccupied with death as a problem (Zhang 2004, 482; Liu 2010, 208; 
and Li 2004, 165). The passages about Master Zhuang’s comments towards his 
wife’s, his best friend’s and his own imminent death, as well as his conversation 

                                                               
1 The Guo Qing Fan standard edition of the Zhuangzi text has been mainly consulted. 
Different English translations of the Zhuangzi have been used as indicated. 
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with an empty old skull, are very famous and have contributed to the legend of 
this most intriguing and extraordinary Chinese character. Death is such an 
important theme that it appears in five of the seven Inner Chapters (2, 3, 4, 5 and 
6) traditionally attributed to the master thinker after whom the book is named; 
the 17th century eminent Confucian scholar Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 famously 
stated that Zhuangzi talks more in detail about death than life (Wang 1996, 750). 
It is indeed no wonder that the “reconciliation with death” has been posited as the 
nucleus of the philosophy of the Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi (Graham 1989, 
171), and that the recurrent, core motif of the “equalization” of life and death 
(qishengsi 齊生死) has been considered the distinctive contribution of the 
Zhuangzi in the early development of so-called “Daoist” thought (Feng 2009, 
72−74; and Feng 2007b, 193). 

In The Denial of Death (1973), the cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker 
famously presented the human being as the uneasy compound of spiritual 
individuality and biological standardization, a contradiction between the 
symbolic and the physical, a being torn between the high, intellectual and artistic 
aspirations of the spirit and the consciousness of the fragility, decay and 
mortality of the body. The Jewish-American writer embraced, recapitulated and 
elaborated Otto Rank’s thesis that human conscious life is not about repressing 
sexuality as Freud had argued but rather the terror of death (Becker 1975, 59). 
Every human being requires a robust “immortality project,” “heroism/heroics” or 
“causa-sui project” to make one’s life meaningful despite the annihilation of 
death. Becker’s basic line of thought was that the “insurmountable problem” of 
human life can only be tackled through the acknowledgment of the 
immortality-striving principle, a firm and unshakeable belief in a “beyond” 
which “sublimates” the ultimate oblivion of the individual ego: “All heroism is 
relative to some kind of beyond; the question is which kind?” (Becker 1975, 134). 
“…even the strongest person has to exercise his Agape motive, has to lay the 
burden of his life somewhere beyond him” (Becker 1975, 136). “One should 
reach for the highest beyond of religion” (Becker 1975, 174).  

It is being cautiously suggested here that an analysis of the several passages 
about death in the Zhuangzi, an ancient, classical text from a cultural tradition 
linguistically and historically “other” to the West, shows the adoption of the 
same foundational strategy hinted by this contemporary, western classic: the 
projection of and symbolic identification with a persistence and permanence 
which transcends or goes beyond the finitude of the individual life on earth, i.e. 
an immortality strategy or project. As Becker distinguished between different 
sources of the “beyond” that help people face the contradiction of life (like 
cultural heroism or cosmic heroism), the Zhuangzi also presents different 
immortality projects to deny an absolute death: the belief in personal, social and 
cosmic “immortalities.” There is always an ideal and abstract “spiritual 
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continuity” (personal, social and natural) so that death’s destruction does not 
threaten the meaningfulness of life. The comparative perspective introduced here 
does not entail the adoption of Becker’s key concepts, like the “heroic” or “agape 
motive,” clearly western concepts loaded with Judeo-Christian and 
psychoanalytical baggage, to the Zhuangzi. The common ground shared by these 
two works of such radically different age, cultural background and philosophical 
lexicon is strictly the “immortality ideal” or “immortality-striving principle,” an 
ideal which is being argued is neither only western nor uniform. Like Becker, the 
Zhuangzi is also postulating different kinds of “beyond” for the individual to 
identify with in order to “escape” the consciousness of death as total oblivion. 

The use of the distinctively Western concept of “immortality” in general, as 
well as the three immortalities in particular, may appear an unjustified, rigid and 
dubious imposition on the Zhuangzi. The Daoist classic does not give importance 
to the buxiu 不朽 concept (literally “uncorrupt”), the closest equivalent (yet not 
the precise lexical counterpart) that the Chinese tradition has for the Latin term 
immortalis. The discussion of “immortality” in the ancient Chinese tradition is 
usually restricted to the famous “san buxiu shuo” 三不朽說 whose content is 
arguably more Confucian than Daoist in character.2 Indeed, the Zhuangzi itself 
as a writing collection could well be understood primarily as another example of 
liyan 立言 ; writing has been viewed as the Chinese preferred method of 
achieving immortality (Leys 2011). Nevertheless, since there is no theoretically 
neutral, value-free and objective approach to any text, Becker’s “immortality 
project” vocabulary is intended to create a cross-cultural bridge with western 
reflections on death; Becker’s “psychological” layer of the “beyond” and the 
“immortality-striving principle” not only adds new depth to the Zhuangzi’s 
treatments of death, but also reflects the long-term centrality of “immortality” in 
western thanatology.3 The author attempts to differentiate nuances in some of 
the Zhuangzi’s discussions of death through “varieties” of the immortality ideal; 
there are different loci of continuity or objects of identification (the “beyond” in 
Becker’s terms) in order to “sublimate” death, replace its destruction and 
nihilism with different kinds of presence, continuity and permanence in “this 
life.” This therapeutic strategy is employed by the American Becker as much as 

                                                               
2 Zhang Dainian opposes the buxiu concept to the concept of human death (rensi 人死) and 
argues that the ancient Chinese understood immortality more in terms of “influence” 
(yingxiang 影響) and “contribution” (gongxian 貢獻) in this life rather than in terms of an 
immortal soul (Zhang 2004, 485). The three immortalities of “virtue, contribution and words” 
(立德, 立功, 立言) mentioned in the Zuozhuan may well be understood to be variations of what 
is being presented here as the “social immortality” strategy. 
3 Spinoza posits the endeavor to persist as the essence of the human being (“in suo esse 
perseverare conatur,” Ethics, Part III, 6); Freud argues that “our unconscious does not believe 
in its own death; it behaves as if it were immortal” (“Reflections on War and Death,” 1918). 
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the Chinese Zhuangzi since both thinkers are aware that the individual human 
being cannot look at absurd death, “in itself” and without embellishment, and 
still believe in life’s meaningfulness. 

Accordingly, this common characteristic shared by Becker and the Zhuangzi 
deserves more discussion because it shows how the human confrontation with 
death across ages and cultures has led to the denial of accepting naked death by 
resorting to “fictive” creations of immortalities on the symbolic level; the 
Zhuangzi’s resort to permanence confirms the subtle argument that the rejection 
of death as definite destruction of the “I” is the basic “self-deception,” 
“life-illusion” or “vital lie” without which life cannot be justified and sustained 
by the death-conscious human being. Due to considerations of space, this article 
is not focused on a close comparative study of these two important masterpieces 
of world literature on death, but rather lays the groundwork for such an endeavor 
through the critical discussion of different immortalities in the Zhuangzi’s Inner 
Chapters. Each “immortality project” is being linked to a specific passage or 
passages; the same pattern of discussion––introduction, analysis and explanation 
as well as critical reflections––is being adopted. The criticisms at the end of each 
strategy, as much as the dispute on the meaningfulness of the immortal ideal 
itself, is meant to add a more western and contemporary take on the immortality 
principle for the sake of relevance. 

1  Strategy 1: Personal Immortality 

The first section of chapter 5 (“Dechongfu” 德充符 ), the description of 
one-footed Wang Tai 王駘, is representative of the Zhuangzi because it bears 
close linguistic, conceptual and structural links to other sections of the Inner 
Chapters: the appearance of the key Zhuangzian concepts of “wandering” (you
遊), “transformation” (hua 化) and the “unity of all things” (wanwu jie yi ye 萬
物皆一也); the typical description of the ideal human being; the use of disabled 
“losers” as paragons of the highest virtue; the master-student dialogue form; the 
focus on death and the heart-mind. However, at the same time it is extremely 
interesting because it is marked by unique features: most notably, the appeal to 
“fearlessness” (buju 不懼) as a fundamental characteristic of the ideal person (Shi 
2009, 96), and the closing, “religious” image of the ascending Immortal or 
Transcendent, a figure which suggests prima facie a real and individuated 
immortality. The last paragraph of this first section is cited below since it 
arguably represents that which is most distinctive about this passage: 

 
The proof of the preservation of primal strength is realized in fearlessness. A 
single courageous warrior will heroically plunge into a mighty army. If a man 
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who seeks fame can do this out of personal ambition, how much more so 
should one who takes heaven and earth as his palace and the myriad things as 
his treasury, his trunk and limbs as a mere lodging, his senses as phenomena; 
who treats as a whole all that knowledge knows; and whose mind never dies! 
He would simply pick a day and ascend to the heights. People may follow him, 
but how would he be willing to make such things his business? (Mair 1994, 
43−44) 

 
Death is the main thread passing through this important yet sometimes neglected 
passage; when the disciple Chang Ji 常季 asks Confucius about what makes the 
cripple Wang Tai special, the master answers by insisting that for Wang Tai life 
and death are equally big or important and do not change him (死生亦大矣而不得

與之變), an attribute also present in chapter 2’s description of the ideal human 
being (死生無變於己). Towards the end of the passage Confucius returns to the 
theme of death by saying that such a person’s “heart-mind” does not die (xin 
weichang si 心未嘗死), and that Wang Tai just chooses the day and ascends far 
away (zeri er dengxia 擇日而登假[遐]). The importance of “loss” (sang 喪) as the 
unique theme of this passage cannot be overemphasized. The final image of 
voluntary departure also cannot be neglected since (i) the motif of “departure” or 
“disappearance” is frequent in Daoist imagery and stories4; and, (ii) the ideal 
person’s final individuality or personhood is conserved. The author does not 
appeal again to the transformation vocabulary (wuhua 物化) hinted earlier in the 
same passage and so prominent in chapter 6’s stories. The sage Wang Tai’s 
understanding of “oneness” or “the unity of all things” makes him immune to 
view the potential or actual loss of his body as loss (“As for things, he sees them 
as one and does not see their loss. He regards the loss of a foot as a lump of earth 
thrown away,” 物視其所一而不見其所喪視喪其足猶遺土也); the sagacious 
person from Lu does not identify himself with his mutilated body but with the 
imperishable, cosmic unity of all things. Yet, the author significantly does not 
persist in using the transformation vocabulary of chapter 6 to explain his real and 
actual death as part of this incessant process of transformation of things into 
things; the author rather decides to “close” the passage by using an ascending, 
religious figure suggesting the continuity of an individual permanence rather than 
natural disintegration (transformation). In other terms, there is a persistence of 
individuality and personhood not present so clearly in other, Zhuangzian 
treatments of death. It is extremely significant that the merging with the “myriad 
things” or “the ten thousand things” (wanwu 萬物), a constant of Zhuangzi’s 

                                                               
4 Ai Taituo (ZZ 5) also leaves abruptly the king (無幾何也, 去寡人而行). The departure of 
Laozi by land (出關) and air (西升) are both very famous. “One of the grand motifs of Daoist 
stories is disappearance” (Prothero 2010, “Chapter 8: Daoism”). 
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thought in the Inner Chapters, does not entail the final disintegration of 
individuality implied in chapter 6. The use of this figure reflects a religious 
background which Zhuangzi does not want to deny or totally abandon, a belief or 
desire to believe in the capacity to be free from the bonds of physiological 
dependence and death; Wang Tai is arguably closer to the undying shenren (holy 
man, spirit man, divine man) in chapter 1 rather than the dying (transforming) 
Masters of chapter 6.5 The attribution of a personal immortality ideal to the 
Zhuangzi also entails that there is not necessarily a deep, unexplainable chasm 
between early Chinese thought (philosophical Daoism, daojia 道家) and later 
religious Daoism (daojiao 道教). 

Indeed, this last phrase about ascension is usually understood as a metaphor or 
symbol by most modern commentators6, just like all other unnatural or fantastical 
elements of this work, and in line with chapter 6’s assumptions of a death of the 
body and the subsequent loss of individuality in the process of transformation. In 
chapter 6, the Zhuangzi does speak of the ideal person as “ascending,” having the 
Dao or Heaven as clear destinations (能登假於道者, 以登雲天, 能登天遊霧); 
these descriptions have been read as clearly metaphorical and used to interpret 
chapter 5’s reference to ascent. The Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi are generally 

                                                               
5 In chapter 1, there is an affirmation of the unity of all things yet there is no discussion of 
death, even more of death as transformation. The identification with the ten thousand things 
does not imply understanding death as transformation into things (chapter 6). The author does 
not say explicitly that the shenren does not die; however, we also know that the description 
here fits the “undying” (busimin 不死民, busiguo 不死國) in the Classic of Mountains and Seas 
(Shanhaijing). Chapter 1’s attitude towards bodily corruption is very different from chapter 6 
and fits later descriptions of the Immortals. The ideal of the shenren whose “skin is like ice or 
snow” (the uncorrupt body ideal) reflects a totally different perspective from Graham’s 
discourse on the ability “to look directly at the facts of one’s own physical decomposition 
without horror” associated with chapter 6. Chapter 6’s clear understanding of death as 
transformation is only one “strategy” which may not be assumed everywhere in the Inner 
Chapters. Prothero like other scholars uses chapter 1 to establish connections between 
philosophical Daoism and later religious Daoism: “But both the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi 
speak of immortals. The first chapter of the Zhuangzi tells of mountain-dwelling immortals 
overflowing with qi, which endows them not only with long life but also with extraordinary 
powers…” (Prothero 2010, “Chapter 8: Daoism”). 
6 The physical, real act of ascent is “psychologized,” interpreted to mean (i) understanding or 
experiencing the Dao; and (ii) leaving social norms/conventions/custom/tradition as 
represented by the important word shisu 世俗. Chen Guying’s very vague translation of this 
passage and his putting together a discourse of choice together with enlightenment is quite 
representative of the inadequacies of current translations of this passage: “他能從容地選定吉日

而超塵絕俗, 大家都樂意隨從他” (Chen 2011, 165). Yang Guorong emphasizes purely this 
social aspect (“逍遙而遠離世俗之世”), in line with chapter 1’s discussion of wandering and the 
shenren (Yang 2006b, 141). The issue of death so central in this passage yet missing in chapter 
1 is completely neglected by this common line of interpretation as if the Zhuangzi is not 
discussing here the ability of the ideal person to deal with death. 
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believed to be using and re-interpreting traditional religious beliefs, ideas and 
figures to reflect or adorn metaphorically the author’s own philosophical views. 
Though this may be the case, the context and distinctiveness of each utterance 
has to be taken into account. The ascent of the Yellow Emperor recorded in 
chapter 6 is not clearly metaphorical; the same event is mentioned in chapter 2 of 
the Liezi which “ends” (similarly to this section of the Zhuangzi) with the ascent 
of the legendary sage-ruler. Just like this passage in chapter 5, this “ascent” 
carries clearly the meaning of immortality, the discourse of “ascent” replaces that 
of “death.” In chapter 11 of the Zhuangzi, the Yellow Emperor is an avid student 
of a personal and physical immortality. While no exhaustive and complete 
analysis of this section is possible here, some reflections on the possible meaning 
of this xian imagery are to be discussed below. 

It could be argued that the Zhuangzi is actually depicting in a yet theoretically 
unclear, hazy and incomplete way, an actual or real overcoming of death (the 
body also does not die); the perfect cultivation of the inner “spirit” (shen 神) 
conserves the permanence of the physical body by transforming/spiritualizing the 
body (the becoming of a shenren, a person whose spirit takes over both the 
heart-mind and body). A more literal reading of this passage seems warranted by 
the Outer Chapters’ concern with “nourishing the spirit” (yangshen zhidao養神之

道 ) and “wholeness of spirit” (shenquan 神 全 ) as essential in one’s 
self-cultivation and pursuit of physical longevity (chapters 11, 12, 15 and 19), a 
way of thinking which may be already assumed in some of the extraordinary 
descriptions of archetypal perfect persons in the Inner Chapters, persons who 
significantly cannot suffer bodily harm nor death; if the “spirit” is not dispersed 
or divided (shenbuyun 神不雲, shenbufen 神不分), and the “heart-mind” is 
“without knowledge/consciousness” (xinwusuozhi 心無所知) then the “body” 
(usually referred to as xing 形) can also be protected and “spiritualized,” thus 
remaining intact. Chapter 11, for instance, confirms the possibility of conserving 
intact the body (shouxing 守形), even achieving a very long life (xing nai 
changsheng 形乃長生). There is the appeal to an improbable thousand years (“I 
sustain the unity and dwell in harmony, thus have I remained alive for one 
thousand two hundred years and my body has not aged,” 我守其一,以處其和, 故
我修身千二百歲矣, 吾形未常衰) even if there is no explicit and direct claim to 
“no death” (busi 不死). It is noteworthy that Buber entitles this passage simply as 
“Immortality” (Buber 1991, 42−43). It is essential to notice how the central 
Daoist notion of “oneness” here is not incompatible with a discourse of a 
personal and physical immortality. In chapter 12, another of the Outer Chapters 
which insists on the importance of the conservation of spirit and the body, the 
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character for the Immortal or Transcendent (xian 仙) is already associated, 
interestingly, with a “permanence” (chang 常) of the individual body (shen 身)7; 
the Outer Chapters suggest strong links between the conservation of spirit and 
physical permanence which may be traceable to Zhuangzi himself. 

Unfortunately, the first section of chapter 5 is neither using the shen 神 nor the 
xing 形 concepts which makes the whole passage much more difficult to evaluate 
in terms of the Outer Chapters mentioned above. Any study of the Inner Chapters 
is extremely limited by the fact that the Zhuangzi never puts together and 
explains clearly the links between many key components of the human body as 
xing 形, shen 身, xin 心, shen 神, qi 氣, jing 精 and gui 鬼, leaving us a very 
incomplete understanding of the human being. The problematic continuity of 
ideas and thought-patterns between the Inner and Outer Chapters is another 
thorny issue. Immortal imagery and reasoning sound very odd, confusing and 
unclear to us today, certainly open to many different interpretations (Kohn 1990, 
623−24). However, the more mysterious or mystical reasoning presented in the 
Outer Chapters (the perfect conservation of the spirit preserves the longevity of 
the individual body) is arguably more appropriate and faithful to the Zhuangzi as 
a whole and ancient Chinese religious thought than the more modern, 
“psychological” explanation (a mystical understanding or experience of the Dao, 
or a leaving of social conventions). The psychological interpretation or 
“psychologizing” the act of ascent, though widespread and textually based on the 
subjective “heart-mind” (xin 心) in this passage (“the heart-mind does not taste 
death”), remains problematic and unpersuasive in that Wang Tai is already 
manifesting his understanding or experience of the cosmic Dao rather than 
“acquiring” or “getting” it (dedao 得道 ) in this specific moment as the 
psychological interpretation implies. It seems quite evident that Wang Tai’s 
behavior described by Confucius assumes all along a high level of personal 
cultivation, “excellence”or “virtuosity” (de 德). Wang Tai has so many followers 
(“He had as many followers gathered around him as Confucius”) precisely 
because of his deep understanding or experience of the Dao. It is absurd to 
suggest that one can choose the day to understand or experience the Dao. The 
concrete eventfulness of the ascent cannot be transcribed so easily to a singular 
event in the personal cultivation process (i.e. enlightenment or mystical 
experience). The concrete description of an act in time (zeri 擇日) noted by 
commentators8 does not fit the psychological state, internal change theory. The 
Zhuangzi’s preferred emphasis on inner states whose concrete manifestation in 
behavior and action is not always obvious makes this choice of concrete imagery 

                                                               
7 “千歲厭世, 去而上仙，乘彼白雲, 至於帝鄉. 三患莫至, 身常無殃, 則何辱之有?”  
8 “取日, 意即需要一定的時間” (Chen 2011, 163). 
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of an action in time and space, compared to another concrete action in time and 
space (the warrior’s entry), even more significant. The reduction of this 
ascending figure to a mental, subjective process with no clear corresponding 
bodily and behavioral expression assumes the strong dichotomy of body and 
mind not present in traditional Chinese thought.9 It seems clear that the Zhuangzi 
does not distinguish as clearly or as sharply as we do the subjective or 
psychological state from an objective or real state. The descriptions of physical 
harmlessness of chapters 1, 2 and 6 or immortality as in this case cannot be 
equated so easily to a pure, psychological state, a change of evaluation or 
cognitive perspective. On the contrary, the Zhuangzi’s distinctive use of xian 
imagery shows at least the desire for (and possibly belief in) a real rather than 
“psychological” overcoming of bodily harm and death. Besides, the 
appropriation of the ascending Immortal by later religious Daoism should also be 
kept in mind; it also confirms that this level of explanation (personal and 
physical immorality) may not be as far-fetched and impossible as scholars 
emphasizing the “philosophical” rather than the “religious” qualities of the text 
may want to imply. For the Tang Dynasty scholar Wu Yun 吳筠 amongst many 
others, the Zhuangzi was already teaching the way of Immortality (Dao Zang, 
Vol. 23, 681). 

It has to be made clear that the frequently noted concern of the Inner Chapters 
with the “heart-mind” (xin 心) more than with the “body” (xing 形, shen 身), the 
capacity for ratiocination and observation demonstrated elsewhere, as well as the 
more “naturalist” worldview assumed in some passages (“real” harm and death) 
do not automatically entail the exclusion of the “spiritual,” “supernatural,” 
“religious” or “shamanistic” dimension as a modern, western mind might be 
inclined to think. Indeed the “spiritual” (guishen 鬼神) is part of early Chinese 
cosmology, and the Zhuangzi itself is full of references to different kinds of 
ghosts and spirits. Such passages indeed confirm the important association of 
early Daoism with “the common people” and “popular lore” (Fairbank 2006, 53). 
These references cannot be just ignored nor re-interpreted to suit modern, 
western sensibilities. 10  Furthermore, as Kohn rightly notes, it is in Wang 
Chong’s (王充, c. 27−99) skepticism and naturalism that the possibility of the 
Immortal ideal is put under severe examination and eventually denied (Kohn 

                                                               
9 Ames and Hall oppose western strategies to “psychologize” human experience in the ancient 
Chinese tradition: “Ren is both mental and physical as well. It is one’s posture and 
comportment, gestures, and bodily communication. Hence, translating ren as “benevolence” is 
to psychologize the notion of person in a tradition that does not define the human experience 
psychologically” (See Ames 2001, 75). 
10 Zhang (2014) criticizes contemporary attempts by leading interpreters as Chen Guying to 
re-interpret references to ghosts and spirits in key Daoist texts, including the Zhuangzi. 
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1990, 622); In the Zhuangzi the natural and the unnatural yet coexist, not 
differently from Marquez’s “magical realism,” and not only there is no evidence 
of conflict, doubt or criticism but there are also clear hints of faith or, at least, a 
strong desire to believe in supernatural beings and processes, legendary and 
shamanic beliefs.11 It is the strong presence of this layer of discourse that 
justifies the contemporary classification of this text as “religious” as much as 
“philosophical.” If the author/s of the Zhuangzi betray belief in unseen ghosts, 
spirits and individuated deities like the Xiwangmu (西王母 , conventionally 
translated as “Queen Mother of the West”), why not believe or hope in 
Immortals/Transcendents? 

Whatever the reasoning and belief-system assumed in the final lines of this 
passage, a close linguistic comparison with the more well-known and 
“canonical” stories in chapter 6 to be discussed separately and in more detail 
below should confirm at least an incongruity of thought-processes, imagery, 
argumentation and language. Whilst the model characters of chapter 6 are 
described as following the natural, transformative process occurring to their body, 
the Zhuangzi here depicts clearly an alternative, “unnatural” and “active” exit, 
mediated through a kind of subjective choice (zeri 擇日), in the religious image 
of the ascending Immortal. It is very difficult to reconcile the choice of using this 
“take-off” image with the vocabulary of passive, cosmic transformation in 
chapter 6; the sudden appeal to this “religious” motif to close the story suggests 
rather that the author does not wish or “does not dare” to make such an 
outstanding person or ideal human being die at all.12 

It is not obvious to understand Wang Tai’s death as bodily transformation into 
things (in line with chapter 6’s main idea and figures) given that the Zhuangzi is 
not describing at all the actual or real death of Wang Tai’s body nor describing it 
as a change into anything else as in chapter 6 (“Will [he] make you into a rat’s 
liver? Will [he] make you into a bug’s arm?”). Indeed, as noted above, there is no 
clear, final reference to the body except that the ideal person considers 
subjectively the body “dispensable,” a temporary lodging (“lets the six parts of 
his body be only a dwelling,” 直寓六骸), its objective or ontological status 
during and after death is never considered worth specifying upon. Zhuangzi just 
                                                               
11 The two most significant passages showing belief in these extraordinary descriptions of the 
ideal human being may be found in chapter 1 (the Jian Wu and LianShu dialogue) and, 
differently, chapter 2 (Ju Que and Zhang Wuzi dialogue): “And blindness and deafness are not 
confined to the body alone––the understanding has them too, as your words just now show;” 
“Even the Yellow Emperor would be confused to hear such words, so how could you expect 
Confucius to understand them?” (Watson’s translations) 
12 This is precisely Yuan dynasty commentator Wu Cheng’s 吳澄 argument : “尊之, 不敢言其

死, 但言其升陟於遐遠之處, 猶言其登天也” (孫希旦《禮記集解》) as quoted in 王鍾陵, “心未嘗死

者——讀《莊》漫筆之八,” p. 5. 
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focuses typically on the heart-mind, as already noted, and does not care to tell us 
more about the final destination of Wang Tai’s body, who or what exactly 
“ascends” (soul and/or body, a spiritualized body). The key, final transition to the 
ascending imagery suggests that Zhuangzi abandons the discourse of personal 
destruction implied in the loss of body and shifts to a discourse of personal 
permanence, even if this permanence is extremely vague and undefined.13 
Unlike the Masters of chapter 6, Wang Tai is not depicted directly accepting his 
body’s final disintegration and transformation. Although there is emphasis on 
how the concern with real loss of body-parts is dissolved through the belief in the 
unity of all things, the individuality of the final ascending figure does not project 
the same, final loss of self-identity and personality implicit in chapter 6’s 
transformation discourse.14 There is never a clear declaration on how the end of 
the body is not to be resented because it is merely transformation of state or 
shape, becoming another “thing,” the chief reason offered in chapter 6’s first 
Masters’ story. In brief, the key concept of “transformation” (hua) here (ming wu 
zhi hua 命物之化) is not yet very developed and clearly connected to the key 
concept of “death” (si), a connection which occurs in chapter 6 and is even more 
explicit textually in the Outer Chapters.15 It is very difficult to argue that this 
particular passage presents death as transformation since the ending confirms 
clearly the abandonment of the discourse of transformation, the preservation of 
Wang Tai’s individuality and personhood, including a subjective choice leading 
to a voluntary departure. In contrast to the passivity, the de-individualization, 
de-personalization and lack of control on their fates of the exemplary models in 
chapter 6, the rhetoric here emphasizes the independence, freedom and 

                                                               
13 Jullien underlines this vagueness and opts to understand this permanence in a “spiritual” 
way, as a “soul,” in line with early Christian translators like Giles, because this passage seems 
very adamant about the real destruction of the body. It is this “spiritual” reading which permits 
a comparison with Plato. The loss (sang 喪) of the body is a basic assumption (Jullien 2006, 
67−68). Yet, there are no hunpo 魂魄 concepts in the Inner Chapters, and a purely spiritual 
persistence does not fit the immortality discourse of chapter 11 which includes the xing 形. 
14 “The Daoist transformation … means the transformation of the body from an individual 
element into a non-individual and complex whole. Bodily transformation into a complex 
whole results in the extinction of individual features and of individuality as such” (Moeller 
2004, 80).  
15 Guo Xiang gives a more passive reading of the key character ming which is understood as 
transformation (“以化為命”); Other interpreters understand ming as verbal here and thus giving 
its subject Wang Tai a more active, commanding role (zhuzai 主宰). The reference to the ideal 
person’s “choice” is also repudiated by Guo Xiang who argues that Wang Tai does not choose 
(斯人無擇也). Guo Xiang’s interpretation of this section is clearly guided by the ideas of 
chapters 6 and 15 (The sage’s life is the outworking of Heaven and his death is the 
transformation of things, “聖人之生也天行, 其死也物化”). Guo Xiang’s interpretation in turn 
influenced a number of early western translators like Giles and Buber. 
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individuality of the ideal person Wang Tai, a description which culminates in the 
capacity or privilege to “bypass” a normal death. 

The unique metaphorical association of the ascending Immortal with the 
fearless warrior who dares to enter the nine armies facing certain death also adds 
an indispensable “heroic” dimension to the individuality of the ideal human 
being. The courageous hero as much as the ascending Immortal both inspire 
others to admire and follow them. The warrior metaphor suggests that Wang 
Tai’s ascent is another expression of a detachment from all earthly concerns, life 
itself (not only society or custom as some interpreters argue); The heroic 
sublimation of death portrayed by the Zhuangzi through the warrior-metaphor 
confirms even more a very strong sense of self-determination, a self-conscious 
and self-causing individuality which even appropriates the physiological fear of 
death common to humankind. Wang Tai is even a greater hero than the fearless 
warrior (“how much more,” 而況) since his fearlessness is not motivated by 
“worldly” concerns but by his perfect understanding of cosmic unity and equality. 
The permanence of the Immortal cannot be fully understood without this subtle 
association with the warrior’s pursuit of an eternal “name.” The permanence of 
glory or fame achieved by “heroism” is not comparable to the spiritual/physical 
immortality of the sagacious person.  

The ascending Immortal image may represent (i) a temporary escape in a 
private, fantasy world of absolute independence and freedom from bodily 
dependence and constraints, just like other examples of xian imagery; or, (ii) the 
mystical-religious belief found most clearly in the Outer Chapters that the spirit 
can make sure that the body does not meet its natural end. In both cases, the xian 
imagery hints at a more transcendental Zhuangzi who does not fit so easily in the 
passive, transformation vocabulary (cosmic immortality strategy) of chapter 6 as 
one may assume at first glance; at the very least, the imagery involved, as in 
chapter 1’s description of the shenren, shows a thinker who seeks strongly to 
transcend (reject, avoid, forget) rather than accept fully human finitude, 
dependence and death through a personal immortality complex, whether this 
ideal immortality is to be understood as an object of fantasy or religious faith.  

The distinguished French sinologist and philosopher François Jullien points 
out parallels between Plato’s Phaedo and the Zhuangzi’s gist of this particular 
passage; according to Jullien, both ancient thinkers are concerned with 
transcending the physical, sensible world and the body. The French intellectual 
emphasizes a naturalist Zhuangzi whose urge for transcendence present here 
remains indefinite and undeveloped given the absence of the concept of Being 
and a unitary Soul in the Chinese classical tradition. For Jullien, there is neither a 
clear, final destination for Wang Tai (unlike the Paradise of the West) nor the 
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erection of another metaphysical plane or secondary world in the manner of 
Plato’s philosophy.16 I believe Jullien’s presentation of the Zhuangzi in general 
underestimates the irreplaceable shamanistic or religious component of this 
ancient text; the French scholar also underplays the concern with physical and 
real immortality most explicit in the Outer Chapters. However, Jullien notices 
and values the conservation of the individuality of Wang Tai which is also a key 
feature of the textual interpretation being emphasized here. It is very difficult to 
explain clearly in modern, western terms whether this individuality is spiritual or 
material, literal or metaphorical, even the actual logic behind these assertions; 
nevertheless, the Zhuangzi’s choice of imagery shows an author who sticks to an 
undying ideal which is still somehow personal in line with traditional Chinese 
religion. 

These diverse considerations are being put forward just to show that the 
individuality of the ascending Wang Tai in chapter 5 cannot be thrown away too 
easily as superfluous literary embellishment or just conveniently ignored as 
dispensable “religious” baggage; it remains an integral part of this passage, the 
culmination of the description of the ideal person, which has to be convincingly 
explained since it is part of the Inner Chapters. It is being argued that the 
mainstream, “psychological” reading is ultimately problematic. This passage is 
only one example amongst other passages in the Zhuangzi which accentuate a 
desire to believe in what we would call today the “unnatural,” “magical” or 
“fantastic” and, more importantly, showcase the desire to transcend or avoid 
rather than be “reconciled” to death as the Zhuangzi is usually subsumed 
(following chapter 6’s stories). The personal immortality complex present here, 
as possibly in chapter 1, is too strong to be just put at the margins of the work, 
submerged under the more accessible passages in chapter 6 where the 
individuality of the ideal person is easily abandoned in the cosmic 
“transformation of things.” Wang Tai just like the shenren does not die (i.e. 
transform into things). It is to be emphasized that the Outer Chapters reveal a 
belief in a permanence of the individual body which cannot be assumed 
irrelevant in our explanation of thought processes in the Inner Chapters. The 
above presentation of the Zhuangzi insists on a frequently downplayed 
“religious” side (the Immortal) which is associated with religious Daoism yet 
which is already present in embryonic form in early, classical Daoism, at least 
alongside the understanding of death as natural transformation into things. The 
Inner Chapters’ xian imagery, more than any other Chinese classical text, already 
testifies to the pre-Qin origins of the personal immortality ideal which would 
characterize later Daoism. The scientific, philosophical and psychological 
                                                               
16 See chapter 5 of Vital Nourishment: Departing from Happiness (Nourrir sa vie a’ l’écart du 
Bonheur, 2005). The Italian translation has been consulted here (Jullien 2006, 67−68). 
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development of western thought may have led us to lose the passion for this kind 
of vocabulary and discussion today, to discount any personal immortality 
strategy as primitive and superficial, nothing more than childish, wishful thinking; 
however, this section still remains at least another important testimony of the 
antiquity and complexity of the Chinese desire to overcome and transcend death. 

2  Strategy 2: Social Immortality 

Chapter 4 (“Renjianshi”人間世) more than any other Inner Chapter focuses on 
the world of human relations, particularly the relationship between ruler and 
minister (junchen guanxi 君臣關係), and on the way to survive in a dangerous age 
(zichu zhi dao 自處之道, cunshen zhi dao 存身之道). It can be appreciated as 
Zhuangzi’s “social philosophy” in that it provides wise instructions on how to 
coexist with other people. A number of different concepts, strategies and inner 
states (neizhi waiqu 內置外曲, xinzhai 心齋, yi yangzhong 以養中, dazhi ruyu wuci
達之入於無疵, wusuo keyong 無所可用) are proposed as ways to solve the 
problem of communal life. Following the significant reflections of some 
twentieth century Chinese scholars, I cautiously suggest that chapter 4 is very 
peculiar in the Inner Chapters in its Confucian character or, at least, closeness to 
Confucian core values and practice; the first three sections testify that the author 
has clearly not abandoned the hope to transform outside society through active 
service in a court for a ruler, i.e. to work as a scholar-official for a king, and 
contribute actively to the well-being and flourishing of the community. There is a 
great awareness of danger and sense of caution (kebushenyu 可不慎與 , 
jiezhishenzhi 戒之慎之, kebushenya 可不慎邪) in actualizing the Confucian ideals 
but this sensibility does not overcome the overall sense of mission and service 
(shi 事) that characterizes the Confucian “scholar-apprentice” (shi 士). The 
concept of “fasting of the mind” (xinzhai 心齋), this chapter’s most famous 
concept, is presented as a solution to the risks inherent in serving a ruthless ruler 
and communal living in a perilous age (“You may go and play in his bird cage, 
but never be moved by fame… Then even gods and spirits will come to dwell, 
not to speak of men!”). For this reason, scholars have long noticed the difference 
of outlook from the uncaring, forgetful, apolitical and antisocial Zhuangzi of 
other passages, some even suggesting a different author for the whole or at least 
the first three sections of this chapter (Xiong 2006, 41−43; and, Feng 2007b, 
297). In his important linguistic study, Liu Xiaogan 劉笑敢 directly rejected 
such claims on the basis that chapter 4 still has many, clear linguistic links with 
the rest of the Inner Chapters which form one linguistic unity (Liu 2010, 44). 
However, it may still be argued that the linguistic unity of the Inner Chapters 
does not entail a unity or identity of values, doctrines, philosophical perspectives 
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and practices or modes of behavior. Chapter 4’s special closeness to Confucian 
values and modes of thinking can be further confirmed through other, unique 
features of the text: firstly, the figure of Confucius is not mocked, criticized nor 
juxtaposed to higher “Daoist” figures as in chapters 2, 5 and 617; secondly, there 
is a direct commitment to the key Confucian values of “filiality/filial 
piety/responsibility or family reverence” (xiao 孝) and “loyalty/doing one’s 
utmost” (zhong 忠) in service of the ruler not present elsewhere in the Inner 
Chapters18; thirdly, the madman of Chu Jie Yu’s 接輿 advice to Confucius 
involves the concept of “timely hiding” (shiyin 時隱) also present in the Lunyu 
or Analects (Analects 8.13 and 15.7; and, Huang 2011, 188−223), which 
conception is not equivalent to the unqualified and total disinterest in the political 
implicit in chapters 1 and 6 (sangqi tianxia 喪其天下, wai tianxia 外天下) as well 
as chapter 26.19 Fourthly and lastly, yet most importantly for the purpose of this 
essay, even the tackling of death in a passage in this chapter can be interpreted to 
converge with the Confucian understanding and resolution of death. It is being 
argued that there is a distinct, Confucian immortality strategy or forgetfulness of 
death not present elsewhere in the Inner Chapters. 

The treatment of death is present in a very famous passage in the second 
section where Confucius presents the duties and obligations to one’s family and 
one’s ruler as inevitable and unchangeable principles, bonds or precepts. The 
whole paragraph is being cited so that the context of the brief discussion of death 
is made clearer: 

 
                                                               
17 The more positive picture of Confucius in chapter 4 may well be understood as designed 
specifically to make Confucius appear as a Daoist master, one aspect of the “zhongyan” or 
“chongyan” described in chapter 27. However, this Daoist Confucius does not eliminate the 
close “doctrinal” and “behavioral” links with the Analects, i.e. the Confucian shades or tones 
of chapter 4, especially but not only in the first three sections where the author believes in the 
value of actively serving the ruler (shijun 事君) and conserving oneself through the Dao (“寡不

道以歡成.事若不成,則必有人道之患;事若成,則必有陰陽之患.若成若不成而後無患者,唯有德者能

之”). Liu Xiaogan admits that this may be the work of an early (more Ruist?) Zhuangzi (Liu 
2010, 44). According to tradition, Zhuangzi like Mozi was at some point a Ru (Zhuangzi is 
described as wearing Ru clothing in chapter 30). The fundamental differences between the 
concepts and modes of behavior espoused here and concepts as well as condoned behavior in 
other parts of the Zhuangzi cannot be easily discarded. Yan Fu points out the paradox of 
accepting the claims of communal bonds and at the same time defending the doctrine of the 
“use of uselessness.” The Zhuangzi defies easy and reductionist labels. The traditional 
Daoist-Confucian divide can be challenged since chapter 4 clearly believes in the ideal of 
serving the ruler, which mode of behavior is denigrated in other passages in the Inner, Outer 
and Miscellaneous Chapters. 
18 Xu You (ZZ 1 and 26), Ai Taituo (ZZ 5) and the allegorical “Zhuangzi” (ZZ 17 and 32) all 
refuse to serve the ruler as sought by Yan Hui, done by Zi Gao and Yan He in chapter 4. 
19 “The Holy Man does not bother to ask what methods the sage uses to reform the world.” 
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In the world, there are two great decrees: one is fate and the other is duty (天下

有大戒二:其一命也,其一義也). That a son should love his parents is fate–– you 
cannot erase this from your heart. That a subject should serve his ruler is duty 
there is no place he can go and be without his ruler, no place he can escape to 
between heaven and earth. These are called the great decrees. Therefore, to 
serve your parents and be content to follow them anywhere––this is the 
perfection of filial piety. To serve your ruler and be content to do anything for 
him––this is the peak of loyalty. And to serve your own mind so that sadness 
or joy do not sway or move it; to understand what you can do nothing about 
and to be content with it as with fate––this is the perfection of virtue. As a 
subject and a son, you are bound to find things you cannot avoid. If you act in 
accordance with the state of affairs and forget about yourself, then what leisure 
will you have to love life and hate death? Act in this way and you will be all 
right. (Watson 2003, 55) 
 

This passage is extremely significant in Wang Bo’s (王博) understanding and 
presentation of Zhuangzi as a thinker who differs from traditional Chinese 
hermits and classic depictions in recognizing the necessity of living in and with 
society (Wang 2004, 26−27, 171−84).The Confucian character of this brief 
discussion of death is confirmed by its concreteness, the focus on human 
relations and communal obligations; there is no trace of the typical, 
high-sounding mystical language, the lyrical descriptions of the Daoist 
philosopher-sage and xian imagery of chapters 1, 2 and 5. Nor is there the 
cosmological dimension (transformation vocabulary) present in the other, more 
famous passages of chapter 6. One short sentence captures the uniquely 
Confucian “forgetfulness” of death: 

 
If one acts in accordance with the state of affairs/carries out one’s affairs 
according to circumstance/ sets forth to tackle the circumstances of one’s task/ 
is caught up in these affairs of state (xingshi zhi qing 行事之情) and forgets 
about oneself (er wang qishen 而忘其身), then what leisure will one have to 
love/long for life and hate/fear death? (何暇至於悅生而惡死). 
 
The unique importance of these lines lies in the strict association of forgetting 

oneself, one’s death and the fulfillment of one’s role and function in family and 
society. Confucius is answering the complaint of the minister Zigao 子高 who is 
worried about his capability of carrying out his diplomatic mission without 
suffering from the yin and yang forces governing his body (yinyang zhi huan 陰

陽之患) or the political judgment of men (rendao zhi huan 人道之患). The central 
message of this whole passage is the emphasis on the key Zhuangzi motif of 
accepting “destiny,” “fate” or “necessity” (anming 安命), of understanding the 
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burden of relational bonds as a necessary feature of human life which one has to 
accept in order to live a happy life; however, one hidden implication of this 
speech is that the awareness and contemplation of death is to be overcome by 
identifying oneself through one’s actions “as a subject and a son” (為人臣子者) 
with a bigger, undying social unit (family, country even humanity), what is being 
called here a “social immortality” strategy. In other terms, the special feature of 
chapter 4’s overcoming of death is that the forgetfulness of death is grounded in 
the performance of “duty” and accomplishment in society and for society (an 
undying, social I); there is an identification with a social group (the typical 
Confucian mode of thought) rather than the identification with an undying 
personal self or cosmos. It is noteworthy that the same characters associated with 
the discussion of life and death in this passage (悅生而惡死) are also found in 
chapter 6’s description of the ideal human being (不知悅生,不知惡死); however, 
the context is totally different since the “non-knowledge/awareness” of the 
zhenren is not tied to any social obligations as it is here. This reading assumes 
that the key words “forgets about oneself” have a positive meaning and do 
represent the author of this passage; this forgetfulness fits perfectly with the 
following words on not having the leisure of “despising death” against what has 
been argued.20 The fundamental difference is that this forgetfulness is unique in 
its Confucian undertones, its association with service rather than cosmic 
transformation. The true Confucian scholar-apprentice is too busy to serve fellow 
human beings in life to think of his own, most private matter, death. These few, 
apparently insignificant words capture the robust and unique immortality project 
or “heroism” of the Ruist tradition (ruzhe 儒者), i.e. a meaningful engagement in 
the world by contributing actively to communal flourishing and endurance, to 
focus on one’s proper execution of duties towards a bigger, social “I” which will 
survive one’s individual death. 

Indeed this passage in the Zhuangzi seems to fill the notorious gap of the 
Lunyu or Analects on death, making more explicit what was implicit, confirming 
and expanding Confucius’s famous answer to the question on death: Confucius 
emphasizes the commitment to the inexhaustible projects of knowing life (wei 
zhisheng 未知生) and serving human beings (wei neng shiren 未能事人) as the 

                                                               
20 Jochim argues that the “forgetfulness of the body” in this passage does not “represent 
Master Zhuang’s position” since Zhuangzi presents “forgetting, taking lightly, or losing shen 
as a bad idea.” Jochim rightly emphasizes the importance of nourishing and cultivating the 
shen 身 in Zhuangzi’s philosophy. I believe the connection between forgetfulness and social 
obligation aspect is not given its due importance in Jochim’s analysis of this passage. However, 
Jochim is right to point out that the attitude of forgetfulness espoused here may compromise 
the safety of the shen privileged in other passages. Indeed, it is being argued that there is a 
“sacrificial” aspect (serving the community) here which we find typically in Confucianism and 
is opposed to the traditional baoshen 保身 stream of thought (see Ames 1998, 49). 
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proper concerns of the human being (Analects 11.12). This is also what the 
important exponent of twentieth century Confucianism Feng Youlan (馮友蘭, 
1895−1990, previously transcribed as Fung Yu-Lan) expressed in more direct 
and complete terms in his 1943 work A New Treatise on the Nature of Man or, 
more literally, New Original Human Being (xin yuanren 新原人). The human 
beings who manage to reach the “moral sphere” (daode jingjie 道德境界) concern 
themselves only with life and are not afraid of death because they do their very 
best (jin qi lizhisuoneng 盡其力之所能) to serve others. All their actions have a 
“social meaning” (shehui yiyi 社會意義); the Chinese philosopher emphasizes 
“doing one’s utmost in or fulfilling one’s relationships and profession” (jinlun 
jinzhi 盡倫盡職) (Feng 2007a, 210−12). Despite that this particular passage of the 
Zhuangzi is not referred to or cited at any point (the Zhuangzi is officially too 
“Daoist” to be considered a worthy source for this kind of Confucian 
perspective), Feng Youlan’s ideas can be considered an adequate commentary 
because this is precisely the message of the Zhuangzi in this specific passage in 
chapter 4; the forgetfulness of one’s death is not rooted in a personal immortality 
ideal nor in cosmic immortality (natural transformation) but placed in the context 
of the unbreakable obligations and service to the social units of the family, the 
state and humanity. 

This unique association of forgetfulness of death with the performance of 
duties in society suggests that Confucianism postulates a very strong rejection of 
personal death by affirming an undying human community, a humanity which 
keeps regenerating itself, both biologically and culturally. Though Confucianism 
has been traditionally criticized for its excessive esteem of the past over the 
present, for its espousal of a regressive view of history (the return to the 
imagined golden rule of the sage-rulers Yao and Shun and the early Zhou 
dynasty), there is actually a historical vision that unifies past, present and future. 
Feng Youlan has expressed most clearly this sense of historical continuity and 
oneness using different expressions that are still part of Chinese general 
vocabulary: for Confucianism, every present generation is to understand itself as 
“the inheritor of the past and the source of inspiration of the future” (chengxian 
qihou 承先啟後); and, the Confucians recognize themselves to be a link between 
the past and the future by “carrying forward the best of past teachings and 
forging ahead” (jiwangkailai 繼往開來). Individual death loses its importance in 
this “forward-movement” of humanity. It is this unity with past and future 
generations that makes the individual “immortal” by being alive in the ancestors 
as well as in the descendants (Feng 2007a, 211). Similarly, Ames and Hall 
characterize the shengren as “an awareness that gives one the capacity to go 
beyond the particular time and place in which we live, effecting a continuity not 
only with our contemporaries, but with those who have preceded us and who will 
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follow behind” (Ames 2001, 79). Rosemont aptly described this trans-historical 
unity of humanity as the locus of “transcendence” in Confucianism: 

 
The Confucian vision displays an uncommon yet religiously authentic sense of 
transcendence, a human capacity to rise above the concrete spatiotemporality 
of our existence, enabling us to form a union with all those human beings who 
have gone before, and all those who will come after. (Ames 2006, 17) 
 

These important comments by leading scholars on the Confucian strategy of 
immortality can be subsumed under the concept of “social immortality” already 
used above but not yet fully explained and justified. In both Confucian scholars 
there is the complete identification of the individual member with the bigger, 
“immortal,” community of humankind. The notion of “social immortality” being 
attributed to Confucianism here can be also identified in 19th century western 
philosophers like L. Feuerbach and J. S. Mill who abandoned the goal of 
personal immortality and considered species immortality as a satisfactory 
substitute.21 “Social Immortality” is actually a philosophical concept explicitly 
delineated by Hu Shi 胡適 (1891−1962), the first modern historian of Chinese 
philosophy, chief champion of early Chinese liberalism and one of the leaders of 
the Wu-Si New Culture Movement: 

 
I would like to say that this notion of “social immortality” defines my religion. 
The intention of my religion is as follows: My present “small self” has a great 
responsibility to the infinite past and the future of the eternal and immortal 
“big self.” What I always have to think is how I use my present “small self” 
through my efforts not to betray the infinite past of the “big self” and not to 
harm the infinite future of the “big self.” (Hu 2003, “Immortality: My 
Religion,” 666−68) 

 
Hu Shi’s summary of his more rational, human-centered and moral-centered 

religious thought ultimately was nothing more than a reformulation or 
redefinition of traditional Confucian thinking into more “pragmatic” and 
“modern” terms. Despite his severe criticism of Confucianism as a retrograde 
and repressive political system, his version of “social immortality” as the “new 
religion” just brought out more clearly the fundamentals of Confucian thinking 
and religious sensibility––the moral, intergenerational “responsibility” of the 

                                                               
21 In The Essence of Christianity (1841), Feuerbach argues for another immortality obtained 
through the strong identification with the human species (Feuerbach 1957, 171). In the essay 
“Utility of Religion” (c. 1850−58), Mill defends “the sense of unity with mankind” as the core 
of the “Religion of Humanity” (Mill 1963−91, 426). 
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individual to society or the “big self,” to the ancestors (“infinite past”) and to the 
descendants (“infinite future”). Both Confucianism and modern, European 
Enlightenment thinking, two main sources of Hu Shi’s thought, postulate a firm 
belief in and care for humanity as an ideal, and the responsibility of each member 
to contribute to its long-term, moral, social and political progress. Hence, the 
Japanese scholar Nakajima is right to emphasize how Confucianism was the 
condition of Hu Shi’s embrace of European Enlightenment, and how Hu Shi’s 
own thinking on religion does not leave Confucianism (Nakajima 2011, 188). Hu 
Shi never abandoned his native Confucian tradition as some of his comments 
might suggest; he rather opposed the political exploitation of Confucianism by 
the autocratic and oppressive, millenarian Chinese empire (imperial or state 
Confucianism). His ethical and “religious” thought was still deeply Confucian in 
its marked communitarian dimension as the passage cited above attests.  

It is being suggested here that through the Zhuangzi’s direct connection of 
forgetting oneself, forgetting one’s death and social duty that the Chinese and 
Confucian covert belief in “social immortality,” enunciated explicitly by Hu Shi 
as well as Feng Youlan, Ames, Hall and Rosemont in the twentieth century, can 
be already identified in the ancient textual tradition ante litteram. In other terms, 
the concern with “hating death” (惡死) in this passage is clearly Zhuangzian in 
character; it appears also in chapters 2 and 6 in the Inner Chapters. However, the 
therapeutic forgetfulness of death is arguably in a Confucian key since it is 
inseparable from the concept of service in and for society, the deep and loving 
identification with an undying social group which survives the dying individual. 

Finally, it must be pointed out how this distinctively Confucian line of 
argumentation and value-system which does not reappear so clearly in the Inner 
Chapters faces important objections which could be conveniently classified as 
“individualist” and “anti-humanistic.” In short, the effectiveness of this 
immortality strategy is wholly dependent on the endorsement of fundamental 
Confucian values. The western, modern-contemporary understanding of the self 
as a free and autonomous individual is in disagreement with the classical 
Confucian understanding of the human being as a relational and interpersonal 
self, as a co-member of a greater, “collective” unit which includes one’s 
ancestors, contemporaries and descendants. It has been argued that Confucianism 
has no notion of the “individual,” the human being is fully constituted by social 
roles and relations (Rosemont 2009, 11). Hence, from a western, individualist, 
“libertarian” perspective, the survival, well-being and future of the human group 
(family, community, humanity) to whom an individual life may be committed 
may not be sufficient reason to ward off the anxiety at the individual’s own 
radical destruction. It is individual death the only thing which matters because 
nothing matters anymore if the personal “I” is permanently switched off or 
dissolved into oblivion. It is precisely this individualist way of thinking which 
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partly underlies the western obsession with the personal immortality model. In 
addition, the individual member never has a guarantee that the “big self” 
(humanity) to which one’s life is being dedicated is not going to be eventually 
destroyed (e.g. meteorological and astronomical phenomena) or destroy itself 
(e.g. global suicide by a nuclear holocaust or environmental Armageddon), 
become “extinct” like the dinosaurs, thus nullifying the meaning of the individual 
commitment and dedication.22 Confucian, human-centered “transcendence” and 
the “social immortality” project like the other, God-centered religious 
immortality assume a gigantic leap of faith; the Confucian view of life can be 
understood to be based on an unfounded, optimistic belief that humankind is 
“biologically fated for triumph,” a “naive” hope in the meaningfulness of human 
history and human grandeur in the larger scheme of intergalactic existence. 

3  Strategy 3: Cosmic Immortality23 

The passages in chapter 6 (“Dazongshi”大宗師 ) are the most cited and 
commented texts in the presentation of the Zhuangzi’s philosophical 
understanding of death (Graham 1989, Moeller 2004 and Shen 2008 amongst 
others). Actually, the key ideas or terms of reference, the arguments and 
messages are also quite particular and differ radically from other chapters as 
much as they differ between different passages in the same chapter. It is clear 
that each parable in chapter 6 is distinctively unique. However, the common 
denominator of the three significant stories where death is tackled is to follow 
whole-heartedly cosmic “transformation” (hua 化) , identifying oneself 
unreservedly with the undying, generative and creative processes 
(shengshengbuxi, 生生不息) of the Way of Heaven/Nature (tiandao 天道) rather 
than with the particular, dying human form and individual consciousness (“I am 
the universe”). The emphasis on and primacy of “transformation” in this chapter 
is crucial; its importance can be hinted by the simple fact that the character hua 
appears 28 times in total in the Inner Chapters, 18 times of which in chapter 6. 
                                                               
22 The serious contemplation of humanity’s end is part of twentieth century psychoanalytic, 
literary and cinematic imagination as seen in Freud, Lovecraft and Bergman amongst others. 
About 99.9% of all species that have ever existed are now extinct. The dinosaurs’ example is 
significant because they were the undisputed dominators of the planet, not unlike the current 
human race, for a very long period of time (c. 135 million years) and yet still became extinct. 
23 The use of the important western concept of “cosmic” may be considered inappropriate 
given that this idea in early Greek philosophy carries connotations of rational order, beauty and 
the whole-part dichotomy which are not so central or, at least, identical in Chinese thought. 
This is another clear example of the problem of translatability between the two philosophical 
traditions. However, both Feng Youlan and Chen Guying did use the equivalent modern term 
of “universe” (yuzhou 宇宙), yuzhoulun being the equivalent of “cosmology,” when explaining 
classic Chinese thinkers.  
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Daoist texts in general are well known to advocate the oneness or unity of all 
things (see chs. 1, 5, 12, 21 and 22) and the convergence with the natural world 
or the Way of Heaven (tiandao 天道); in the specific context of the central 
question of death privileged in this study, this way of thinking can be 
re-understood to be fundamentally an immortality strategy developed to 
overcome the finitude of the human condition and the individuality of death by 
positing a big, cosmic, undying “I.” Death is not death because it is re-interpreted 
as transformation of the “I” (which is ultimately the cosmic Dao) rather than 
destruction of the individual “I.” The use of a cosmic “I” (“I am the universe”) 
may be challenged given the absence of related statements in chapter 6’s stories 
as well as the traditional association of the Zhuangzi with the loss of self-identity 
(wuji 無己, wusangwo 吾喪我). However, it is being argued that the assumption 
behind chapter 6’s identification with natural transformation and the cosmos is 
very explicit in one of chapter 2’s most cited and important sayings: “Heaven 
and Earth were born at the same time as I was, and the ten thousand things are 
one with me” (tiandiyuwobingshengerwangwuyuwoweiyi, 天地與我並生而萬物

與我為一). This quasi-creedal statement certainly has different layers of meaning: 
whether one privileges the more monistic and pantheistic reading or the Qi 
worldview interpretation24, the author of this Zhuangzi passage is trying to posit 
an unbreakable continuity between the small and dying I (I am this particular 
body and consciousness) and a bigger, undying cosmos (I am Heaven and Earth, 
the myriad things, Qi) as psychological “consolation” or “distraction.” The 
individual sense of selfhood is being confused with the cosmos so that the 
particular individual’s death loses importance. Graham’s explanation of 
Zhuangzi’s philosophy of death can be understood as a gloss or annotation of 
chapter 2’s famous dictum using the transformation vocabulary of chapter 6: 

 
The liberation from selfhood is seen above all as a triumph over death. 
Chuang-tzu’s position is not that personal consciousness will survive death, 
rather that in grasping the Way one’s viewpoint shifts from “I shall no longer 

                                                               
24 Qi, translated variously as “breadth/vapor,” “vital energy/force,” “basic stuff” or “matter,” 
is an extremely basic and central notion in traditional Chinese cosmology, medicine and 
theories of the body. Everything in the universe––including non-living objects as rocks––is 
made up of Qi. The concept of Qi may be essential in interpreting this famous statement since 
“life,” “generation” and “growth” (sheng 生) are understood as composed of Qi by the ancient 
Chinese; however, if the Qi concept is so central to Zhuangzi why does it not occupy a more 
important and explicit role in the Inner Chapters in general and in chapter 2 in particular? It is 
significant that the Inner Chapters do not have the concept of “Qi transformation” (qihua 氣化), 
the central ideas of unity and transformation are not yet explicitly and intimately linked with 
Qi. More importantly, the Qi worldview interpretation does not cancel the fundamental 
movement of identification with the bigger cosmos which is being presented as the essence of 
the cosmic immortality strategy. The identification with Qi rather than with the individual xing, 
shen or xin is an identification with the myriad things and the cosmos. 
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exist” to something like “in losing selfhood I shall remain what at bottom I 
have always been [my emphasis], identical with all the endlessly transforming 
phenomena of the universe.” (Graham 1989, 202) 
 
The persistence of an “I” or better the replacement of the personal I with a 

cosmic I (“I shall remain,” “identical with”) is evident in Graham’s discussion 
even if not overtly admitted and focused upon. Both the Zhuangzi text and 
Graham’s comments make it clear that the strong identification with the way of 
Nature or natural transformation so basic to Zhuangzi’s Daoist thinking cannot 
let go of the basic category of an “I” of identification without which the 
immortality strategy against individual death falls. Whether this persisting, 
permanent “I” is understood in terms of the continuous flow of Qi which 
constitutes the individual human body as much as the myriad things outside, or in 
mystical, poetical terms typical of mystics and nature poets as suggested in some 
passages where the Qi worldview is not hinted at all, the Zhuangzi is 
unmistakably taking refuge from absolute death by identifying one’s core with a 
bigger, permanent whole (Nature, Heaven and Earth, the myriad things, Qi) 
rather than with the particular, personal bodily form and the conscious self 
destined for oblivion. In Moeller’s terms there is “an uninterrupted duration that 
leaves no room for an absolute death” (Moeller 2004, 82). Accordingly, the two 
Zhuangzi themes of no-self and unity with nature converge in the concept of 
cosmic continuity or the big cosmic “I” invoked earlier, which concept has 
already been used even if differently by the contemporary Chinese scholar Chen 
Guying 陳鼓應.25 

In chapter 6’s first story, that of Masters Si 子祀, Yu 子輿, Li 子犁 and Lai 
子來, three different arguments can be pointed out to explain and justify this 
identification with natural transformation: firstly, a sense of wonder or awe 
(weizai fu zaowuzhe 偉哉夫造物者) towards nature and the creative process of 
transformation into things personified in the figure of a “Creator” or “Maker of 
Things” (zaowuzhe 造物者); secondly, the sensibility that one must free oneself 
(zijie 自解) by understanding how useless it is for a mere thing to oppose or 
disagree with (rebel against) the necessity of transformation, to try to “win 
against Heaven” to put it in Zhuangzi’s terms (且夫物不勝天久矣吾又何惡焉). 
Only by reconciling (an 安) oneself to the time given (shi 時) and follow 
impartially (shun 順) without wanting anything else, can one free oneself from 
the feelings of grief and sadness which plague the common run of humankind. 
This argument is clearly a more detailed version of the same idea which appears 
                                                               
25 Chen Guying did use the terms “big I” (dawo 大我) , “cosmic I” (yuzhouwo 宇宙我) and 
“cosmic big I” (yuzhou de dawo 宇宙的大我) to explain the Zhuangzi’s thought (Chen 2008, 
206). However, this concept is not associated with death or presented as an immortality 
strategy as it is being used here. 
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at the end of chapter 3 in the story of Lao Dan’s death (安時而處順,哀樂不能入

也). It fits the passive, “follow nature” attitude of this section and chapter. Unlike 
chapter 3, however, its background here is the discourse of cosmic 
transformation; and thirdly, the comparison of “resentment” against the 
movement of the bodily yin and yang leading to death to a disobedient, “unfilial” 
child disobeying one’s parents: 

 
A child obeying his father and mother, goes wherever he is told, east or west, 
south or north. And the yin and yang––how much more are they to a man than 
father and mother! Now that they have brought me to the verge of death, if I 
should refuse to obey them, how perverse I would be? What fault is it of theirs? 
(Watson 2003, 81) 
 

The invocation of the Yin Yang confirms again the importance of the physical 
body in particular and Chinese medicine in general in one streak of Daoist 
thinking. The key assumption in this argument not present everywhere is the 
intimate identification with the physical body which is considered a gift by the 
“Great Clod” (dakuai 大塊), and which I am supposed to follow even more 
confidently than my biological parents.  

 
A careful reader of this passage may note opposing or at least different 

tendencies underlying these three arguments; in the first and third argument there 
is an appeal to the close mystical, aesthetic and familial connection between the 
human being and the natural world of transformation, as if accepting death is a 
question of following the demands of an intimate loved one (the Yin Yang 
comparison is a family metaphor). However, in the second argument, as in 
chapter 3, there is an emphasis on necessity and helplessness; human beings have 
to accept death because as finite creatures they are powerless to oppose 
Nature/Heaven; there is no other alternative but to accept the inevitable and 
irreversible. Such different motivations, even if they are not clearly differentiated 
in the text itself, and arguably reflect a western, analytical mindset, cannot be 
underestimated because they show different shades or tones of the human-nature 
relationship in the Zhuangzi: on one side, the intimacy of love and on the other 
side, the problem of power. This passage makes clear how the ideal human being 
for the Zhuangzi should not have issues, reservations, or any will at all on this 
bigger, transformation process; the human beings are not to impose themselves 
by wanting a specific form of existence for any definite period of time. The task 
to “follow” and “obey” the mysterious and incessant transformative processes of 
life is not and cannot be freely chosen. It is interesting to note how both lines of 
thought entertained by the Zhuangzi here exclude the possibility of “avoiding” or 
“overpowering” mortality altogether, or any personal immortality model 
arguably embraced in chapters 1, 5 and 11. 
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The second story of the Masters Sanghu, Mengzi Fan and Qin Zhang 
introduces a new element, namely a certain sense of “devaluation” of human life 
when compared to the superior state of cosmic unity achieved in the change 
which is death. The death of Master Sanghu is significantly praised in song as a 
“return to the true” (fanqizhen 反其真), the human living form is implied to be an 
unwelcome aberration or departure from the “true,” “original” and “perfected” 
form which is recovered only in death. Confucius further describes the masters as 
those who “look upon life as a swelling tumor, a protruding wen, and upon death 
as the draining of a sore or the bursting of a boil” (彼以生為附贅縣疣,以死為決潰

癰). These couple of important statements suggest that the Masters’ acceptance of 
their own death is based on the view that the human experience full of misery, 
dependence and labor is inferior to the state of confused, formless unity with the 
Dao achieved again through death. It is significant to recognize how there is no 
emphasis here on death as the process of transformation into other things 
(wuhua), as in the previous story of the four Masters. The main concept 
capturing the event of death is “return” (fan), another side of the ultimate 
transformative process that is death. This passage is extremely significant in 
showing how the typical, Daoist identification with nature and a “naturalist” 
cosmology without the body-soul, material-spiritual dichotomies of the West still 
leave space for a romantic, nostalgic appraisal of the post-mortem state and, 
consequently and ineluctably, a certain pessimistic outlook on human, earthly life. 
Marcel Granet (1884−1940) insisted that the Daoist Masters are not pessimists26; 
Chen Rongjie 陳榮捷 (1901−94), previously transcribed as Wing–Tsit Chan) 
argued categorically that Daoism is not “a philosophy of life-negation” (Chen 
1963, 186) and that it “never glorifies death” (Chen 1963, 192). Angus Graham 
(1919−91) also emphasized that the “lyrical, ecstatic tone in which he [Zhuangzi] 
writes of death…does not reflect a disgust with life” (Graham 1989, 202); 
however, such distinguished scholars all neglect to comment significantly on the 
subtle nuances of this song and Confucius’ revealing description in this particular 
passage, nuances which did not escape the attention of Feng Youlan and Yang 
Guorong.27 Why exactly are they singing if not because death is an event of 

                                                               
26 “Ils [les maîtres Taoistes] ne sont aucunement pessimistes.” La Pensée Chinoise, p. 472. 
27 Feng Youlan highlighted the pessimistic undertones of this passage, citing Confucius’ 
description of the masters’ conception of life together with the Buddhist and Platonic 
“deprecation” of human life (Feng 2009, 7; and, Chen 2010, 420). Yang Guorong uses this 
particular passage to point out an idealization of death (“將‘死’理想化”), an understanding of 
death as an ideal state (“作為理想的存在形式”). This passage shows a Zhuangzi who lacks the 
courage to embrace this life in all its darkness and possibilities (Yang 2006a, 216−17). These 
remarks point out that Zhuangzi’s Daoism cannot be naively or simplistically reduced to the 
“happy union with nature” and “escape from society” stereotypes. There is an expression of 
complaint with the inevitable state of dependency and need, a certain devaluation of human 
life (and not only with society and civilization) which has to be taken into account. 
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celebration and the current human form a source of lamentation? A neutral and 
indifferent affirmation of both life and death or a position which merely views 
death as not worse than life would not need to use music and song in this 
expressive manner. Does not the unique attribution of the key and unique 
character of the “true,” “real,” “genuine” or “authentic” (zhen 真) to the dead 
state entail immediately a hierarchical reordering of values where death becomes 
the superior state? The key expression “return to the true” reappears in chapter 
17 of the Zhuangzi; however, it is not associated again to the dead state but to the 
“natural” state (as opposed to the “artificial” state, renwei 人為), a state which is 
not automatically achieved through death but rather through self-cultivation in 
life.28 It is in chapter 23 that the association of “return” with death is confirmed, 
adding the concept of “division” (fen 分) to elucidate the reason why “the state of 
having things” (youwu 有物) is inferior to “the state of not yet having things” 
(weishiyouwuzhe 未始有物者).29  

The exact message of this passage is important because it has been 
traditionally held that in Daoism “no phase is privileged… All phases are equally 
valid and real. They replace each other because they are parts of the natural 
process of change. There is no hierarchy for it is not the case that one phase 
literally causes the other, they rather make room (or “make time”) for one 
another” (Moeller 2004, 83). Indeed, though this seems to be the case if 
equalization is rooted in the affirmation of natural transformation30, this is clearly 
one case amongst others where this equality of value is not reflected in the 
reasons given. Zhuangzi’s particular rhetoric suggests that for the Masters death 
represents a state of more complete unity with the Dao or Heaven and Earth. As 
Yang Guorong argues, it is difficult to deny that there is here an idealization of 
the event of death at the expense of embracing fully the richness and 
never-ending possibilities of human life (Yang 2006a, 218); the human 
experience in this life is at least relegated to a secondary place in comparison to 
the more highly valued, original state of undifferentiated and formless, cosmic 
unity, or state of no things. Chapter 2 also echoes chapter 6’s romantic 
presentation of death as a homecoming “return” (fan 反) to the Dao through the 
character gui 歸: “How do I know that in hating death I am not like a man who, 
having left home in his youth, has forgotten the way back? 予惡乎知惡死之非弱

                                                               
28 “So I say: do not let what is human wipe out what is Heavenly; do not let what is purposeful 
wipe out what is fated; do not let the desire for gain lead you after fame. Be cautious, guard it, 
and do not lose it––this is what I mean by returning to the True (Watson 2003, 107); zhen is 
not usually used in connection with death but rather with personal cultivation. 
29 “古之人，其知有所至矣。惡乎至？有以為未始有物者，至矣，盡矣，費可以加矣。其次以為有

物矣，將以生為喪也，以死為反也，是以分已.” 
30 “Life and death are fated––constant as the succession of dark and dawn, a matter of Heaven, 
死生命也, 其有夜旦之常, 天也” (Watson 2003, 76). 
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喪而不知歸者邪.” This “returning-home” view of death (si wei guijia 死為歸家) 
makes it easier to digest death just like the western, Christian conception of death 
as a reunion with God or Christ (Paul’s cupio dissolvi). It may be argued that the 
difference between classical China and the classical West is one of degree 
(narrative and vocabulary or rhetoric) rather than nature or substance 
(hierarchical order, idealization, and psychological consolation). There is no need 
for the western ideas of an individual, immortal soul and an afterlife to 
romanticize and sublimate death. The confrontation with death leads to 
immortality projects in China as much as in the West. It is through the problem 
of death itself rather than through the problems of the Soul or God that such 
positive affirmations or romantic portrayals are to be approached. The Zhuangzi 
cannot accept death without the addition of this “mystical” layer and rhetoric of 
re-union, a cosmic immortality strategy. In this passage, the return motif is 
precisely the reason why death is not to be feared. Though ancient China does 
not officially possess the human-divine, natural-supernatural dichotomies, the 
Zhuangzi still sometimes presents the life-death opposition in a hierarchical, 
unequal order to compensate for death’s destructive effect. Apart from 
understanding life and death as natural transformation, human life in Zhuangzi’s 
Daoism represents the ontologically degraded or inferior state of divided “things” 
(youwu 有物). 

The same “pessimistic” streak arguably reappears in the aforementioned story 
of the old skull in chapter 18, a story which confirms and deepens chapter 2’s 
famous statement: “How do I know that the dead do not wonder why they ever 
longed for life?” (予惡乎知夫死者不悔其始之蘄生乎) The skull appears in 
Zhuangzi’s dream to answer his questions on death as a living man, insisting all 
along that the quietude, the lack of commitment and non-dependence of the dead 
are preferable over the burdens of life; the dead significantly views the bonds 
with ruler and kin, the foundations of social life and Confucianism, as 
objectionable features of life. This passage may be  interpreted in a more 
life-affirming manner––the final choice of death of the skull is done in the sense 
of living one full life is enough, life is meaningful because of death––but this 
attachment to life is not present anywhere in the passage; the emphatic and 
expressive refusal to consider returning, the concern with the burdensome 
obligations of the living, the use of the word “happiness,” “enjoyment” or “joy” 
(le 樂) for this state, as well as the finality of the skull’s speech in the passage 
suggest otherwise. The view of human life in this story converges with the 
“swelling tumor” reported by Confucius in the chapter 6 passage, and with the 
“dust and dirt” (chengou 塵垢) comment of the same chapter 18. There is no high 
opinion or concern with human life in its present form. As in chapter 6’s story 
but using a different vocabulary and reasoning (there is no fan or zhen, the key 
category is le), death is clearly privileged over life. This passage reveals more 
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than others the importance and autonomy of the “death perspective” since the 
Dao as much as natural transformation are not mentioned at all. The unique 
association of happiness with death present in this story makes it appropriate to 
be named as the “painful life happy death” (kushenglesi 苦生樂死) view of death 
(Xi 2007, 36−38). 

It is also through the same specific passage in chapter 6 that one can 
understand and appreciate anew the famous act of Master Zhuang after the death 
of his wife in chapter 18. The structural similarities between the two stories 
cannot be ignored. Like Masters Mengzi Fan and Qinzhong playing music and 
singing in the presence of the corpse to the chagrin of Zigong, Master Zhuang 
also thumps a pot and sings (gupenerge 鼓盆而歌) as if death is an event of 
celebration, scandalizing his close friend and intellectual rival Hui Shi 惠施. 
When reviewing the origin story of his wife to explain his behavior, a description 
which parallels the song of the Masters overheard by Zigong, Zhuangzi goes 
back to the “jumble of wonder or mystery,” “the muddle and confusion,” the 
“mingled together in the amorphous” (雜乎芒芴之間) which is identified by the 
Tang dynasty commentator Chen Xuanying 成玄英 as the Dao. The author of 
this famous passage makes Master Zhuang accept his wife’s death as the 
orderings of fate or Heaven but the thumping and singing can be explained only 
as celebration of the same kind of “return” (fan 反, gui 歸) spoken in chapters 2, 6 
and 23 or the original, confused unity alluded to here, which state in the same 
chapter 6 is identified with the important Zhuangzian character of zhen. It is 
indeed noteworthy that this particular passage has no direct complaint on life 
present in the two stories just reviewed above. However, both the chapter 6 
passage and this extremely-known passage reveal that, like Plato in the Phaedrus 
(245c–249d), the Zhuangzi still presents death as a wonderful return where the 
state after death is equivalent to the state before birth. The key difference is that 
for Plato there is an immortal soul whilst for the Zhuangzi here there is no 
individuality, there is only the non-personal state of confused unity with the Dao. 
Like the chapter 6 story but unlike the speaking skull story, there is a clear 
cosmological layer of discourse, the typical identification with natural 
transformation. 

Mengsun Cai 孟孫才 who mourns without mourning his mother’s passing is 
distinguished by the complete identification with the process of transformation; 
however, the Zhuangzi emphasizes here yet another different element, his state of 
“unknowing” or “unconscious” (buzhi 不知) convergence with the cosmic Dao: a 
state of total forgetfulness, no fixed sense of self, an empty heart-mind and lack 
of distinctions. In the beginning of chapter 6 this special characteristic is given to 
the “authentic/genuine person” or “perfected person” (zhenren 真人) who is 
described as “not knowing to love life, not knowing to hate death” (古之真人,不
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知說生 ,不知惡死 ); Interestingly, this quality is not underlined so strongly 
elsewhere in the Inner Chapters or in the other, classic passages on death. The 
description reported below shows why he deserves the title of zhenren: 

 
MengsunCai does not know why he lives (buzhisuoyisheng 不知所以生) and 
does not know why he dies (buzhisuoyisi 不知所以死). He does not know why 
he should go ahead (buzhijiuxian 不知就先); he does not know why he should 
fall behind (buzhjiuhoui 不知就後). In the process of change, he has become a 
thing (among other things), and he is merely waiting for some other change 
that he does not yet know about (以待其所不知之化巳乎). Moreover, when he 
is changing, how does he know that he is really changing? (且方將化惡知不化

哉) And when he is not changing, how does he know that he has not already 
changed? (方將不化惡知已化哉) (Watson 2003, 84) 
 

The other exemplary characters of chapter 6 praise the transformative process 
and give reasons why it is to be embraced (first Masters’ story); however, 
Mengsun Cai, like the zhenren, is described by outsiders (he cannot speak for 
himself because that would already give him “a consciousness/awareness of”) as 
no longer aware of anything, of even being in a process of transformation. He 
cannot experience death (buqingsi 不情死 ) because his identification with 
transformation is so perfect and complete. This state of total unknowing or 
forgetfulness is identified by Confucius as “true awakening” (tejue 特覺) and the 
state of oneness with Heaven/Nature (ruyuliaotianyi 入 於 寥 天 一 ). The 
description of Mengsun Cai in this passage is clearly connected to the themes of 
dreaming and no-self present in chapter 2 as much as the fan is connected to 
chapter 2’s gui. However, Mengsun Cai’s “unknowing” represents even more the 
epitome of the de-personalization, forgetfulness, passivity and lack of willful 
assertion (resignation) present in all the other, chapter 6 characters’ attitude 
towards death. The emphasis on “unknowing,” which is the real focus and 
foundation of this passage, shows how there is finally a resort to an impossible 
degree of de-humanization, numbness, carelessness and lack of awareness (the 
transcending of the heart-mind) as the answer to the human problem of death. 
The flowery, mystical and high-sounding language covers a state of mind which 
does not want to face harsh, human reality by “isolating,” looking sideways and 
at a distance, carelessly and disinterestedly, at life as if wanting to be alive but at 
the same time forget all about its inherent darkness. Feng Youlan noted the 
problematic connotations of the buzhi in chapter 6, equating this term to his 
“natural sphere” (ziran jingjie 自然境界), the first level of existence occupied by 
non-human living beings and very young children who are taken care of by 
others. The influential Chinese philosopher and historian of Chinese philosophy 
argued that this kind of language in Zhuangzi’s Daoism implies the confusion of 
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the “natural sphere” of “innocence” (tianzhen 天真), and the “Heaven and Earth 
sphere” (tiandi jingjie 天地境界), the highest stage of self-cultivation (Feng 
2007a, 206). Feng Youlan’s observation can be strengthened by the Zhuangzi’s 
identification of the tian state or the “Heavenly” with the unknowing animal state 
in chapter 23 (“Only the insect can be an insect, only the insect can be heavenly,” 
“唯蟲能蟲,唯蟲能天”). Therefore, like the famous return to the “child” or “infant” 
advocated in the Laozi (10, 28, 55), the Zhuangzi’s “unknowing” ideal (buzhi 不
知), or what could be called the animal or plant ideal, a state also described as 
“regressive naturalism” or “idiotic irony” (Moeller 2008, 118), can be interpreted 
to be an escapism, an impossible ideal which renounces human thought, 
rationality, volition and consciousness of death as dangerous burdens. It 
expresses the desire of becoming unaware of or uncaring (forget) about the 
complexity of human life like animals and plants. 

The fundamental issue raised by all of these three well-known stories in 
chapter 6 remains the exact nature and basis of “the unity between the human and 
the natural” (tianren heyi 天人合一 ) assumed in the cosmic immortality 
strategy.31 Ames’ and Halls’ appropriate use of the terms “religious awe” and 
“ceaseless adventure” to describe the Zhuangzi’s attitude towards natural 
transformation in the first Four Masters story (Ames 2001, 23) truly underscores 
the fact that the identification with the cosmic transformation of the ten thousand 
things, this strong belief in the unity of all things, assumes a “mystical” or 
“pantheistic” (Guo Moruo) sense of unity with an “enchanted” nature (a “nature 
mysticism”) to make this strategy effective. In other words, there is assumed the 
specific “Daoist moods” of “yearning for convergence with nature, nostalgia for 
a lost intimacy with the natural world…a feeling for the mystery of nature” 
(Cooper 2012, 23). Like the objectionable religious aspects of the Zhuangzi 
mentioned above, the identification with the myriad things and events is 
extremely challenging for a contemporary westerner “disenchanted” from the 
world (Weber), imbued with Lovecraft’s or Camus’ “cosmic indifferentism” or 
even Bernhard’s “malignant” and “ruthless” nature to relate to. Without the 
“mystical” baggage, the Zhuangzi’s key ideas of death as transformation into a 
different state within the universe or as “return” loses its sense of wonder and 
adventure or romantic connotations, an idea which in no way can be a 
consolation for the irrevocable loss of self-identity rooted in memory and 
self-knowledge. The silence of undying nature unconscious of annihilation in 
face of the mortal individual’s search for meaning and peace, brings about a 
feeling of utter separation and alienation (an orphan figure) which contrasts 

                                                               
31 Chen Guying summarized chapter 6 as advocating the inner state or sphere of unity between 
the heavenly and the human (天人合一的境界) present in the zhenren (Chen 2008, 247). 
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deeply with the “Daoist” focus on or rather temporary escape in nature’s beauty, 
creativity and mystery of transformation (a loved child figure). It is impossible to 
identify with a “Terrible Mother” conception of Nature.32 

Furthermore, by modern-contemporary standards, the Zhuangzi may be 
extolling too much and unjustifiably the non-human state of being in the 
transformative process (before life and/or after death) as being superior or more 
interesting than the human state (being closer to the Dao); again, an uncommon, 
mystical sensibility is necessary to accept this argument. The peculiarity of the 
human condition highlighted by Becker amongst others (knowing one’s own 
disintegration without remedy) is resolved too easily as if accepting destruction 
as naturally “imposed” is providing a satisfactory answer to the rational, 
conscious part of the human being, as if the human being can artificially forget 
death like the naturally unknowing infant, animal or plant. This constant appeal 
to the natural state (tian 天) puts the Zhuangzi into an awkward and difficult 
position because the human being is ultimately called to abandon a naturally 
endowed humanness given that the endowment of consciousness, reason, the will 
and emotions (the heart-mind) which other living beings lack are still natural 
endowments after all (products of the long-term process of evolution). The 
Zhuangzi’s position is arguably weak because it embraces the natural but at the 
same time advocates the rejection of the natural of the and in the human being; 
for instance, the “natural” desires to know, experience and transgress all limits, 
taking only other living, non-human beings’ natural (no “burden” of the 
“heart-mind,” wuxin 無心, wangxin 忘心) as natural. The distinction between 
the natural and the human (tianren zhi bian 天人之辨) central in chapter 6 and 
some Outer Chapters, yet also a source of great tension in Zhuangzi’s thinking, 
implies that the human being is naturally defective since the mode of 
spontaneous living of unconscious, living beings (the happy butterfly and fish) is 
implicitly taken as the higher, superior model. The human being’s problematic 
engagement with life decried by the Zhuangzi can be traced back to nature itself, 
the source of authority and model of behavior for Daoism, to the natural 
emergence of the unique, contradictory and confusing human condition described 
brilliantly by Becker and philosophical pessimists. From a certain point of view, 
the human mode of being is an unexplainable, evolutionary mistake or fallacy, a 
betrayal by “parental” nature, because reason and emotions are obstacles of the 
unobstructed vitality and happy forgetfulness possessed naturally by creatures 
which are ultimately held as models of inspiration for human beings. This is the 

                                                               
32 In The Great Mother: An Analysis of the Archetype (1955), the negative side of life is 
expressed as the Terrible Mother or the Terrible Goddess of the earth and of death. This 
mythological and religious archetype represents the dark, abysmal side of life focused upon by 
pessimists yet unacknowledged in the Chinese tradition (Neumann 1963, 149). 
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“negative” side of the non-anthropocentric view of life associated with Daoism, 
the unjustified rejection, devaluation or, at least, marginalization of the natural 
capacities of the human being, the overcoming of the heart-mind. 

Accordingly, the identification with the undying cosmos in the cosmic 
immortality strategy may be more appealing than other strategies due to its 
non-human and impersonal dimension, and to the satisfaction of the classic 
western motif of the “return to nature.” However, the western understanding of 
the natural world as neutral, unfathomable, uncaring and indifferent to human 
suffering and mortality which no sense of nature’s beauty, creativity and 
“mystery” can answer (Shakespeare’s “silence of death”), and, the devaluation of 
the natural human state burdened by the heart-mind in the transformative process, 
unjustified without a suspicious glorification of the non-human, vital level of 
existence of plants and animals, are both serious obstacles in embracing this 
immortality strategy today. 

4  Concluding Remarks 

This paper has attempted to show that the Zhuangzi is a special text in ancient 
Chinese philosophy and literature because it acknowledges the philosophical 
problem of mortality and the “therapeutic” need of the immortality ideal to 
embrace life despite death. The plurality of immortality strategies underlined 
above contrasts with the preponderance of the Platonic-Christian strategy of 
individual, spiritual immortality in the classic western discourse on death. The 
strategy of personal immortality, despite its long-term importance in the Chinese 
tradition as already hinted (the Immortal/Transcendent), does not represent the 
death philosophies to be associated with the two most famous traditions of 
classical Chinese philosophy, Confucianism (social immortality) and Daoism 
(cosmic immortality). The Zhuangzi arguably has the three different 
immortalities which characterize the classical Chinese tradition. 

The framing of the ancient Chinese text within Becker’s particular horizon 
confirms that the Zhuangzi is also unwilling (or unable) to appropriate a total and 
absolute death, a basic axiom, concern and motif of twentieth century western 
thought. The treatment of death present in the Inner Chapters does not reveal a 
“desire of oblivion” (Larkin) as much as death’s denial through “great stories” of 
immortality. The Zhuangzi softens and sugarcoats death by arguing for an 
enduring continuity or presence at some level in “this life.” The understanding of 
death as cosmic transformation in chapter 6, like the personal and social 
immortality strategies, is still a denial of an absolute death in that the “I” still 
supposedly (symbolically, mystically, constitutively) lives on as another 
particular being or as Heaven and Earth, the myriad things, the transformative 
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flows of Qi, even if without the present sense of personal identity (as in 
reincarnation). This is not equivalent to the contemporary notions of “eternal 
oblivion,” “inconceivable nothingness” or the traditional, “materialist” view of 
total death because the author does not identify himself with the bodily and 
self-conscious “I” but rather with the undying movement of the impersonal Dao 
of Nature. The cosmic immortality strategy also assumes that there is no “death.” 
Accordingly, the escape from finitude and absolute death criticized by 
contemporary western philosophy cannot be restricted to the Christian tradition 
nor linked only to personal immortality since classical Chinese philosophy 
sought eternal life in social and cosmic immortalities.  

The conditions, limits and criticisms of each of these different strategies are 
quite evident; the Zhuangzi’s immortalities, just like Becker’s “beyond,” are 
nothing but compensating, consoling and coping strategies with absurd death; 
their persuasive force today is altogether a different matter subject to personal 
values and critical capacities. The concluding criticisms after each immortality 
strategy reveal the more skeptical mind frame of a post-modern cultural moment 
which seems to be irrevocably critical of and unsatisfied with traditional “great 
stories,” whether these are the great story of immortality, idealized humanity or 
romanticized nature. To dare appropriate one’s personal mortality without the 
escapist strategies and consolations is an extremely challenging if not an 
impossible task. A contemporary reading of the Zhuangzi may remind us that the 
resort to immortality discourse in order to sublimate death (“to die or not to die”) 
is not only a western strategy but also Chinese; and that the problem of an 
absolute death is still a basic philosophical question which we cannot avoid. 
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