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Kim-chong Chong, Zhuangzi’s Critique of the Confucians: Blinded by the
Human. Albany: SUNY Press, 2016, 210 pp., ISBN: 9781438462844.

1 Introduction and Overview

Contemporary English-language interpretations of the Zhuangzi -~ typically
construe it as a text advocating either a form of mysticism or skepticism.
Kim-chong Chong’s comprehensive and insightful study, Zhuangzis Critique of
the Confucians: Blinded by the Human, proposes an alternative hermeneutical
strategy that adopts the approach initiated by the influential Han dynasty
historian, Sima Qian FJE,%E&, who, in Chapter 63 of his Records of the Grand
Historian (Taishigong Shu -1 >*), writes that Zhuangzi is to be regarded
primarily as a critic of Confucianism. Chong accepts, adjusts, and reconstructs
this claim in light of contemporary philosophical, historical, and moral
psychological discourses. His work endeavors to explicate how “the force of
Zhuangzi’s criticism of Confucianism derives from his non-normative conception
of tian, or heaven” (11). The author deftly reconstructs the core of the debate
between Zhuangzi and the pre-Qin Confucians based on a detailed analysis of the
Inner Chapters (neipian ['|%y) of the Zhuangzi and in the context of the
subsequent Confucian criticisms of Zhuangzi exemplified in the accusation of
Xunzi %~ (inverted in Chong’s subtitle and elucidated in chapter one) that
“Zhuangzi was blinded by heaven and did not know the human™ (=" = 1 1
00 (1).

Chong lucidly explicates in the seven chapters of this work the significance of
specific contested notions such as heaven (tian =) in Chapter One, the
heart-mind (xin -~) and “the pre-established heart-mind” (cheng xin #%-%) in
Chapter Two, transformation (hua {~) in Chapter Three, genuineness (zhen ')
in Chapter Four, facts (ging ‘[‘ﬁ, more typically translated as emotion) in Chapter
Five, the Zhuangzi’s use of metaphor in Chapter Six, and virtue (de fi) in the
Conclusion.

Chong’s multifaceted and thoughtful examination of the Zhuangzi illuminates
the significant role of metaphor in it, and its use in the inversions of standard
claims of Confucian ethics. These include its sense of autonomy, propriety, and
normativity through a series of linguistic strategies such as metaphorical
inversion and parody in imputed words (yuyan #r7) that play with images and
stories; repeated or respected words (zhongyan EiF) that play with quotation
and authoritative voices such as that of Confucius; and the use of overflowing
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“goblet words” (zhiyan < F ). Chong describes these as a third form of
metaphoric language (101) that are deployed to “empty” the heart-mind of
discriminations and distinctions, analyzing how the “paradoxical nature of these
words teaches one to be open to multivalence instead of being attached to
specific views” (102).

Focusing on these linguistic strategies that playfully mobilize paradox and
reversal to undo fixations, and considering them in their philosophical
implications, leads Chong to the conclusion that the Zhuangzi is a rich and
provocative source for a contemporary multi-perspectival, tolerant, and liberal
philosophical pluralism (18, 135). Zhuangzi’s critique of Confucianism is
accordingly not solely a negative or skeptical endeavor, much less an irrational
vision, insofar as it has an anti-authoritarian and anti-hierarchical emancipatory
import in indicating—through its use of strategies of reversal, transformation,
and shifting perspectives—other ways of comporting oneself with freedom and
ease in the midst of the world.

2 Intercultural Questions: Autonomy, Cognitivism, and
Critique

In the following section of this review, I will sketch in outline a few
methodological issues raised by Chong’s analysis that I pose as questions both
for the current state of the field as well as his work. They concern in particular
the employment of contemporary philosophical arguments and concepts to
reconstruct classical Chinese texts, in this case the differences between the
strategies exhibited in the Zhuangzi anthology and those of orthodox
Confucianism.

Chong’s second chapter “The Pre-Established Heart-Mind,” analyzes Chapters
Two and Four of the Zhuangzi (Qiwulun }?ﬁ”ﬁﬁ and Renjianshi " [HI{l]), as a
radical Daoist critique of moral autonomy, arguing that the “pre-established
heart-mind” (cheng xin %) indicates “a questioning of the Confucian belief in
the possibility of autonomous moral action” (31). Chong stresses the role of
ethical-social “critique” in the Zhuangzi and its critical targeting of Confucian
moral ideas throughout his work by depicting Zhuangzi as a “social critic” (18,
140). To a certain extent, it is easy to understand why this would be the case:
Confucian figures are targeted for their failures and hypocrisies in living up to
their own ethical norms. Confucian ideas are revealed to enact forms of violence
against the Confucians who hold them as well as those who do not: notably, for
instance, in the story of Hundun 35 (31-32, 132). Confucius himself is
portrayed alternately as a fool without a broader vision of the dao jfi and as a
mouthpiece for Daoist teachings that undo and unfix orthodox Confucian
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teachings. Despite this understandability, it is worth posing the question of the
nature and scope of the concept of critique in this setting and ask whether it is
overly anachronistic. As the Zhuangzi appears to reject the role of deliberate
reflection and judgment as artificial and a departure from letting things take their
own course, one might wonder if philosophical and social critique—which would
point toward a direction for transformation—is or should be a concern at all in
the context of the Zhuangzi.

Chong’s use of the concepts of philosophical and social critique is of interest
for posing the question of what critique signifies in the context of the Zhuangzi
as well as for reflections on the interpretation of Chinese philosophy in a
contemporary intercultural context. Briefly, the Western concept of critique
concerns making the forms of discriminations and distinctions that the Zhuangzi
is arguably placing into question. The Greek word kpitikog (kritikos) is the
capacity to discern; kputfg (krités) signifies making a rational evaluative or
normative judgment of a kind that may well be more akin to a Confucian than a
Daoist ethos.

Modern Western philosophical uses of the concept of critique, evident in
thinkers such as—to mention two prominent examples—Kant or Marx, offer
further points of consideration: Kant understands critique as an intrinsically
reflective and rational analysis of the scope, validity, and limits of our claims to
knowledge. Critique is defined in standard Western philosophical contexts as a
reflective and theoretical enterprise that seeks out and tests in a rational cognitive
fashion the universal conditions of validity (Kant) or, taking the turn from theory
to practice, alternative conditions implicit within the existing ones (Marx and
critical theory). It is consequently worthwhile to reflect on the role and scope of
critique in the Zhuangzi. We might accordingly ask of interpretations that
construe the Zhuangzi as a work promoting philosophical and social criticism:
What is the sense and aim of critique to be gained from the Zhuangzi? Is it
analogous to a Western form of critique or does it enact its own distinctively
Zhuangzian form of critique? Further, to what extent is it only a negative critique
of the Confucians, and does it indicate a “Daoist” alternative to it or even
possibly, given the fluidity of early Chinese schools of thought, a deviant form of
ru [& philosophy? In Chong’s discussions, we can perceive the particular
character of Zhuangzian critique, and the ethical implications of its critical ethos,
in its deployment of a variety of interconnected strategies of metaphorical
inversion, reversal, and parody.

Zhuangzi’s response to the Confucians is elucidated in this work through a
specific portrayal of Confucian ethics that highlights the role of autonomy.
Contemporary approaches to Confucianism, notably that of Roger Ames amongst
others, interpret Confucian ethics as a significant ethical alternative to the strong
sense of autonomy, individuality, and selfhood found in modern Western ethical
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theories. It is consequently important to differentiate the senses of autonomy and
the self that are at stake in Chong’s account of Zhuangzi’s critique. Confucian
ethics is perceived by these readers to offer a notion of the self that is more
socially situated in relation to roles, and affectively shaped in the cultivation of
the feelings of the heart-mind, and that is appropriately responsive to
intersubjective contexts and relations. This self is not so much construed through
the lenses of autonomy and autonomous action, which appear to be modern
concepts according to standard virtue and role ethical depictions of Confucianism,
but rather ought to be described as acting appropriately with regard to social
propriety, roles, and virtues.

It is no doubt crucial to distinguish the reconstruction of autonomy in the
context of pre-Qin philosophical discourses from modern conceptions. In its
classical Enlightenment formulation in Kant, it can be delineated into two aspects:
(1) rationality and (2) liberty. Together they produce a form of (3) maturity for
Kant as the capacity to exercise one’s own judgment undirected by others. To
what degree is it appropriate to highlight the notion of autonomy in a Kantian or
post-Kantian form in the Confucian context? There are significant roles for moral
self-concern and self-cultivation, of moral judgment and maturity in Confucian
ethics, as Chong aptly portrays (32—-34).

It might be helpful to think about the specificity of the Confucian conception
of the autonomy of the self, especially given the theoretical over-determination
of the Western conception of autonomy and its rejection in a number of
contemporary accounts of Confucianism as consisting of a virtue or role ethics.
We might pursue the meaning of freedom, which is the basis of the classic
construal of autonomy (alJtévopog) as giving the law (nomos) to oneself (auto),
in the Confucian and Zhuangzian contexts. Such questions can also be posed
about the “self” or “subject”: what or who is the Confucian “self” being
overturned in the Zhuangzian forgetting of the self in the “clarity” (ming [¥]) that
emerges in the metaphor of the “fasting of the heart-mind” (xinzhai ~7%) (28,
116)? Chong indicates a way of answering such concerns through a particular
Zhuangzian enactment and practice of freedom—which he describes as its
“liberating strategy” aiming at “freedom, equality, and pluralism” in the final
chapter (64)—that orients its critique of hierarchical and authoritarian forms of
life. This Zhuangzian critical strategy and promise of liberation is ethically
relevant to our own social historical situation.

A further set of issues raised by Chong, interconnected with these previous
ones, involves the role of the cognitive and the affective in the Zhuangzi and the
early Confucians. I am sympathetic to his approach and portrayal of both.
According to the understanding of Confucian philosophy discussed above, one
might ask: are the cognitive and the affective as strongly separated in pre-Qin
Confucianism as the author’s account of the Zhuangzi indicates? Does it offer an
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overly robust differentiation of cognitive mind and affective emotion, and thus
arguably an overly forceful opposition between Confucianism and the Daoism?
Is it the affective that distorts the cognitive for the Confucius or only the
improper formation or failure to morally cultivate the emotions that leads to the
distortion, not (to speak in Kantian terms) of cognitively isolatable judgments of
autonomous agents, but rather of the fabric of moral life as a relational whole for
individuals and communities? One could agree with the claim that Confucian
ethics is in a broad sense cognitive and rational, and further pursue how this
question should be interpreted in specifically Confucian terms in contrast to
contemporary cognitivist theories that depend on a particular interpretation of
cognition, psychology, norms and their relationship (12). This is a significant
problematic for engaging how classical Chinese philosophical texts are
interpreted in the contemporary philosophical context dominated by concerns
about moral psychology and anthropology. Chong does a valuable service for our
field in offering a strategy for responding to these questions.

3 Conclusion

Chong’s systematic and rigorous exploration of the linguistic and metaphorical
strategies of the Zhuangzi develops an alternative hermeneutical strategy to
reconstruct the Zhuangzi as a critique of Confucianism. It suggestively adopts the
interpretative lineage of Sima Qian, portraying Zhuangzi as a philosophically
oriented critic—or perhaps emancipatory oriented ironist—employing a variety
of linguistic and metaphorical strategies to undo reified dogmatic assumptions
and fixed perspectives, even as his reconstruction in contemporary philosophical
language raises a number of issues.

It is a virtue of this book that it articulates the philosophical significance of the
metaphorical language and humor of the Zhuangzi, and that it opens up its ethical
and practical dimensions in doing so. Chong’s Zhuangzi’s Critique of the
Confucians offers us an astute and judicious way for philosophically engaging
the Zhuangzi with respect for its historical transmission and context and
constitutes a noteworthy touchstone for further research in Zhuangzi studies.

Eric S. Nelson (D)
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
E-mail: hmericsn@ust.hk
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