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Abstract  In this paper I explore the conception of cognition and action found 
in the Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi. More specifically, I focus on the role of 
explicit and implicit spatial imagery in the context of this complex problem. 
Spatial imagery suggests that cognition is understood as fundamentally bimodal 
in the text: (1) the default modality, which is informed by an entrenched 
distinction pattern, is cast in terms of fullness and bulk; and (2) the auxiliary 
modality, which is free from this kind of constraint, is imagined in terms of 
emptiness and lack of bulk, as an axis or point. The latter is the preferred mode 
of engagement with the environment, according to the Zhuangzi. Spatial imagery 
brings out the crucial characteristics of this cognitive modality: its radical 
openness and infinite fecundity in the context of distinction–drawing and action. 
It also connects with other metaphorical schemata at work in the text, including 
organic imagery. Interestingly, the notion of emptiness and the figure of an axis 
do not mark an experience of undifferentiated oneness but the state of heightened 
sensitivity to the makeup of one’s environment. Such sensitivity allows the agent 
to entertain the situation at hand without bias and to move around (relatively) 
conflict–free. 
 
Keywords  Zhuangzi, cognition, spatiality, axis, emptiness, heartmind, body, 
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1  Introduction 

The theme of cognition and action is explored throughout the Zhuangzi. The 
account the text offers is complex and its ultimate purport is notoriously elusive, 
partly due to the unique writing style which Chad Hansen once characterized as 
“irresistibly attractive and yet maddeningly frustrating” (Hansen 1992, 265). An 
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exhaustive interpretation of the conception of cognition found in the Zhuangzi 
would thus be an immense task, additionally complicated by the fact that the text 
is an anthology and the question of its philosophical consistency remains largely 
open. The scope of the current paper is much more modest. My goal is to explore 
the role of explicit and implicit spatial imagery in the discussion of cognition and 
action found in the Inner Chapters.1  

I will argue that spatial imagery implies an interpretation of cognition as 
fundamentally bimodal: (1) the default cognitive modality, which is informed by 
an entrenched distinction pattern, is cast in terms of fullness and bulk; and (2) the 
auxiliary modality, which is free from this kind of constraint, is imagined in 
terms of emptiness and lack of bulk, as an axis or point. For the purpose of this 
paper, I will understand cognition maximally broadly: as the capacity which 
allows the agent to orient him or herself in an environment or situation, 
regardless of how exactly this capacity is supposed to work.     

Successful orientation involves some degree of sensitivity to the challenges the 
environment poses and the possibilities it affords. Interestingly, the Zhuangzi 
does not take such sensitivity for granted, at least not in the context of human 
cognition and action which tend to be clouded by preconception, identity politics 
and habit. The typical human agent is not well attuned to the things around but 
“having assumed complete bodily form… lacerates and grinds against them” 一
受其成形……與物相刃相磨 (4/2/18: 11).2 This leads to friction and conflict, and 
it slowly wears the agent down. 

To minimize this kind of friction, that is, to attain heightened sensitivity, the 
agent must go beyond the default cognitive function and tap into an alternative 
mode. The latter is repeatedly imagined in spatial terms in the Inner Chapters. 
Spatial imagery brings out the crucial characteristics of this cognitive modality: 
its radical openness and infinite fecundity in the context of distinction–drawing 
and action. Only on the condition of such openness can the agent navigate the 
environment and respond to the situation at hand (relatively) conflict–free. 
Openness is conducive to both efficacious action and the agent’s enjoyment of it. 
In the long run, it can also be seen as conducive to the preservation of life. 

                                                               
1 I take the passages I quote to be mutually pertinent and illuminating, leaving the perennial 
question of the authorship of the text hanging. An extended discussion of this problem clearly 
exceeds the purview of this paper and may be beyond satisfactory resolution anyway. My 
rendition of the original material is loosely based on that by Brook Ziporyn. For comparison 
the reader is referred to Ziporyn (2009). Page numbers in his translation are given following 
the Harvard–Yenching Concordance pagination. 
2 The notion of completion or full formation (cheng 成) here predicated of the bodily form 
(xing 形) is philosophically important and will reoccur throughout this discussion.  
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2  The Heartmind and the Body 

I will begin my exploration of the theme of cognition with the (in)famous 
declaration made by Ziqi of the Southern Wall in Chapter Two: “I lost myself…” 
吾喪我  (3/2/3: 9).3 The importance of this remark lies in the fact that it 
constitutes the first explicit occurrence of the motif of cognitive transformation 
to be found in the Zhuangzi. I think that an interesting question can be raised in 
connection to this seemingly mystical proclamation. Namely, what exactly does 
one lose when one loses oneself? An answer to this question is suggested by the 
comment made by Ziqi’s interlocutor and aide: “Can the body really be made 
like dried wood and the heartmind like dead ashes?” 形固可使如槁木, 心固可使

如死灰乎 (3/2/2: 9). The suggestion here is that one can be considered to have 
lost oneself insofar as one’s heartmind and body are somehow incapacitated. Let 
us examine more closely what this idea may amount to in the context of the Inner 
Chapters. 

The term xin 心, rendered here as the heartmind, refers to the heart as an 
organ in the body, and functionally to the locus of thought and desire: that by 
which the agent thinks and feels.4 The text appears to be rather ambivalent about 
the status of the heartmind. An interesting passage found in Chapter Seven notes 
that “the utmost man uses his heartmind like a mirror: he clings to nothing and 
welcomes nothing; he responds but he doesn’t store” 至人之用心若鏡，不將不迎，

應而不藏 (21/2/32–33: 54). Here, the heartmind is seen as conducive to the 
preferred mode of cognition, given that it is used properly. At the same time, the 
passage implies that the heartmind could be used otherwise, which may have 
something to do with its capacity to store. Other fragments of the text are far 
more critical of the heartmind. In the fast of the heartmind passage, for example, 
Confucius coaches Yan Hui not to engage the heartmind at all: “Don’t listen with 
[your] heartmind” 無聽之以心 (9/4/27:26). My contention is that in critical 
contexts the heartmind is taken in its usual problematic function, one which is 

                                                               
3 The grammar of this sentence suggests that the latter I (wo 我) may carry some special 
weight here. The neutral way to say “I lost myself” would be wu zi sang 吾自丧 or perhaps wu 
zi shi 吾自失. The latter phrase is used in Chapter Seven to describe the confusion experienced 
by the shaman of Zheng on seeing Huzi: “He lost [control of] himself and ran away” 自失而走 
(20/7/27: 53). Given this, Ziqi’s remark should perhaps be interpreted to mean something like 
“I lost my personal identity” or “I lost my ego”. 
4 The above appeal to thought and feeling is not intended to suggest dualism but to indicate 
two aspects of the heartmind’s functioning. Classical Chinese philosophy, unlike much of 
Western thought, is not informed by the strict dichotomy of the cognitive in the narrow sense 
(rationality, belief, thought, etc.) and the affective (emotionality, desire, feeling, etc.). The 
relationship between cognition and action is also more immediate in the Classical Chinese 
model. 
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associated with storage and which the utmost man manages to forego.  
The usual capacity of the heartmind is captured by an insightful analogy drawn 

in the latter passage cited above: “The heartmind stops at tallying” 心止于符 
(9/4/27: 26). Tallies were flat sticks usually made of bamboo or jade and used for 
the purpose of authentication. After the text of an order or contract was inscribed 
on top of it, the stick was broken into two pieces and handed over to the 
interested parties, one each. The pieces could then be fitted back together to 
confirm or disconfirm the identity and specific entitlements of each party. The 
crux of this analogy is that the bearers of tallies tend to only honour and respond 
to the proper counterparts of their own pieces, nothing else. Likewise, the 
heartmind is equipped with some kind of an established “template” which 
determines the scope of its discrimination: what matches the template may be 
picked out, while the rest goes unnoticed and unattended. There is no explicit 
statement as to the nature of this template in the passage itself. However, another 
interesting fragment found in Chapter Two offers an interesting clue. Namely, it 
singles out the attitudes of shi 是 and fei 非 as that which gets fully formed in 
the heartmind:  
 

未成乎心而有是非, 是今日適越而昔至也。是以無有為有。 
[The claim] that there are any shi fei before they fully form in the heartmind is 
like [the claim] that one left for the state of Yue today and arrived there 
yesterday. It’s to take what there isn’t for what there is. (4/2/22–23: 11)  
 

There are two important points to be made regarding shi fei.5 The first is that 
they combine both the descriptive and the normative dimensions. Shi is an 
affirmative attitude in the sense that to shi something is to deem it “this” with 
respect to some previously specified kind or to regard it as appropriate, correct or 
morally right. Fei is the opposite of shi: to fei something is to deem it “not this” 
with respect to some such specific kind or to view it as inappropriate, incorrect or 
morally wrong.6 The second point is that shi fei attitudes combine both the 
cognitive (in the narrow sense) and the conative aspects, which means that they 
                                                               
5 The following characterization is based on the work of Chris Fraser. His account has been 
developed in the context of the Mohist conception of motivation and action. However, I 
believe that what he calls the discrimination and response model of action, where shi fei 
attitudes play both the discriminatory and the motivational roles, was largely shared during the 
late classical period, and that includes the Zhuangzi. There is no indication of any rival 
framework in the text, in my opinion. For more detail see Fraser (2008). 
6 The terms shi and fei can thus mean “this” and “not this” as well as “right” and “wrong” and 
one has to bear in mind that both the descriptive and the normative dimensions are intended 
here. They are perhaps best thought of as abstractions from one fundamental act. A. C. Graham 
famously attempted to combine them in his rendition of the two terms as “That’s it” and 
“That’s not it” (Graham 2001, 54). 
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are inherently motivational. To deem something shi or fei is to be motivated to 
act on it accordingly. In the words of Chris Fraser:  
 

An agent might distinguish an animal as shi with respect to the kind ox and 
then respond to it by calling it “ox” or by using it to pull a cart. Or the agent 
might distinguish some course of conduct as fei with respect to the kind yi 義 
(morally right) and respond by condemning it or by refraining from it. What 
drives action is a combination of shi fei attitudes and the norm–governed 
responses to various kinds of things that these attitudes prompt. (Fraser 2008, 
90) 

 
The interpretation of shi fei attitudes as cognitive antecedents of action whose 
role is to distinguish each encountered object as ‘this’ rather than ‘that’ and to 
prompt an appropriate response goes well with the image of the heartmind as 
tally–matcher. The heartmind’s end of the tally can thus be understood as an 
entrenched pattern of dispositions to shi and fei in a certain way. The tallying 
heartmind distinguishes and responds routinely: its choice of the right course of 
action is conservative and informed by habit. Another expression for this kind of 
heartmind used in the text is the fully formed heartmind (cheng xin 成心). 

The function of the body (xing 形) is not articulated as clearly in the Zhuangzi 
and I can think of two interpretations as to what it may consist in. The first is that 
the term stands for the sense organs and their function. The fact that visual and 
aural acuity are often discussed alongside the heartmind as that which must be 
dropped if heightened sensitivity is to be attained renders it plausible. However, I 
think that an analysis in terms of narrow sensibility is ultimately only partial and 
that another more radical conception of the body better accords with the overall 
orientation of the text. On this reading, the heartmind is embodied, although not 
just in the sense that it is an organ in the body. Rather, the range of impact of the 
distinction pattern fully formed in the heartmind spans over the entire body. The 
body too is subject to full formation.7  

If the proposed interpretation is correct, it would explain two quirks in the 
Early Chinese conception of sensibility pointed out by Jane Geaney in her 
excellent study of the epistemology of the senses in Early China: (1) the 
ambivalent status of the heartmind as sense–like on one hand, and somehow in 
charge of sensibility, on the other (Geaney 2002, 17); and (2) the fact that what 

                                                               
7 Compare the figure of the fully formed body, or complete bodily form (cheng xing 成形), 
cited in the Introduction.  
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otherwise look like lists of the sense organs occasionally include such items as 
hands and feet and the torso (Geaney 2002, 95–107).8 Namely, the primary locus 
of the entrenched distinction pattern is the heartmind––this is where it fully 
forms––but it ultimately permeates the entire body. Such genealogy would 
account for the functional similarity between the heartmind and the sense organs 
as well as the authority of the latter. Above all, it would explain the sensory 
nature of the parts of the body we normally do not view as sense organs, at least 
not in the canonical sense, like the four limbs and the torso.9   

What appears to upset this picture is the fact that in Early China the sense 
organs were not thought of as passive but as capable of issuing their own 
distinctions: colours, tones, odours, and so on. The solution to this tension may 
lie in the fact that the relationship between the sense organs and the heartmind 
was viewed as analogous to that between the court and the ruler (cf. Geaney 
2002, 95 ff.). Perhaps what this analogy seeks to capture is that while the sense 
organs issue their own distinctions, much like court officials issue decisions and 
orders, their effort is subject to approval or disapproval by the heartmind which 
increasingly reinforces some differentiation and response schemata and bans 
others. The image here would be of an initially spontaneous activity gradually 
made routine by the progressively fixed template formed (primarily) in the 
heartmind.10  

As this preliminary discussion suggests, to incapacitate the heartmind and 
body is to no longer rely on the entrenched distinction pattern which informs the 

                                                               
8 The lists mentioned above may include even more surprising items, such as trustworthiness 
(xin 信). Perhaps those were viewed as distinguished much like colours and odours were. 
Interestingly, in English too one can speak of the sense of justice or pride, for example. 
9 Another way to look at it would be to view the body as one internally diversified sense organ 
capable not only of the more canonical sensory activity, such as vision and hearing, but also of 
motor reactions, balance, squeamishness, fear, shame, etc. All of that would somehow be 
subject to the authority of the heartmind. 
10 An echo of the ruler analogy can be found in Chapter Two of the Zhuangzi. Interestingly, 
the relevant passage calls into question the idea that there is a genuine ruler (zhen jun 真君) 
among the various parts of the body. I think that the issue here is the view that the 
heartmind—as this is most likely the intended target—should be seen as an independent source 
of guidance which can help the agent to impartially determine the right way to distinguish and 
act (a version of this view is expressed in the Mencius, for example). For the Zhuangzi, the 
problem is not as simple. Although there is indeed some kind of authority involved, it is quite 
amorphous and only acquires definite form over time, through habituation. In other words, the 
heartmind does exert its share of guiding power but its demands depend on how it has formed. 
As the text goes on to point out, if one were to treat one’s fully formed heartmind as one’s 
master, nobody would be without a master. One does not have to be a deliberate or careful 
thinker to achieve that, a fool has his or her fully formed heartmind too (cf. 4/2/15–22: 11–12). 
The upshot of the passage, as I read it, is that the “ruler,” although authoritative, may not be as 
genuine as some take it to be.    
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activity of the central organ and––if the proposed reading be correct––the entire 
body as well; it is to no longer distinguish and respond routinely. Of course, this 
does not imply that the transformed agent does not distinguish and act at all. 

3  Emptiness and Fullness 

I would now like to turn to several passages which use spatial imagery to grasp 
what may be referred to as cognitive transformation or cognitive transcendence. 
The latter term is not intended to signify an ontological shift or an out of body 
experience. Rather, it is meant to mark an exercise by which the agent forgoes 
the full formation of the heartmind and body: where he or she goes 
beyond—transcends—the limitations of the entrenched distinction pattern. I will 
begin my consideration with the fast of the heartmind passage found in Chapter 
Four: 
 

仲尼曰：若一志。無聽之以耳而聽之以心；無聽之以心而聽之以氣。耳止於聽；

心止于符。氣也者，虛而待物者也。唯道集【於】虛。虛者，心齋也。 
Confucius said: Focus your intent. Don’t listen with [your] ears, listen with 
[your] heartmind; don’t listen with [your] heartmind, listen with [your] vital 
stuff (qi 氣). The ears stop at hearing; the heartmind stops at tallying. Yet vital 
stuff is empty and [so it] attends to things. [The? A?] dao alone gathers [in] 
emptiness.11 Emptiness is the fast of the heartmind. (9/4/26–28: 26)   

 
The passage is built on an implicit spatial image, which is implied by the notion 
of emptiness (xu 虛), especially as paired up with its cliché opposite: fullness 
(shi 實). As Jane Geaney explains it, the latter term does not refer to reality, 
substantiality or solidity, as it is sometimes translated and understood, but to the 
process of coming to fruition and its product (cf. Geaney 2002, 109–35). This 
product may or may not be solid as the process is primarily about expanding 
one’s contours and increasingly filling space:  
 

Fruition is a matter of becoming full, in the sense of a seed, which grows by 
filling out its spatial boundaries. (…) In the organic sense of the term, shi fills 

                                                               
11 This sentence poses some difficulty. Chris Fraser parses it as “Only follow as your dao 
concentrating emptiness” (Fraser 2008). Another translation could be “Only dao collects 
emptiness.” I follow Brook Ziporyn’s reading which requires the supplementation of yu 於. 
Chen Guying interprets the sentence along similar lines, at least grammatically (Chen 2007). 
Another problem altogether is how to understand the grammar of the term dao in this passage 
in particular, and in the Zhuangzi in general. Is it the one and only dao, some one particular 
dao, or maybe some or all dao? I revisit this question later in the paper. 
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space by growing and extending its contours. (…) The filling does not involve 
adding substance to a container that has a permanently fixed shape. The focus 
on filling in the use of the character shi is on the filling out of space, like a 
seed growing to fruition. (Geaney 2002, 109–10)   
 

Understood in terms of the notion of fruition, we see that the way shi functions 
implies a process of growth and increasing occupation of space. A container 
model stuffed with substances does not bring this activity to the fore. Terms 
that evoke illusion or nonexistence [as the opposite of shi] also fail to note the 
process involved in bringing something to fruition. (Geaney 2002, 117–18) 

 
The notion of shi connotes fullness in the sense of fruition, fulfillment and 
increasing occupation of space by growth. By contrast, that of xu can be taken to 
mark the condition where some seed has not yet come to fruition, some potential 
has not yet been fulfilled and some chunk of space has not yet been occupied. 
Whereas fullness indicates fulfillment and occupation of space, emptiness hints 
at the indeterminacy of unoccupied space and unfulfilled potential. Given this, 
the process of full formation can be understood as one of gradual expansion of 
some initial seed(s) the end product of which is an entrenched distinction 
pattern.12 To become empty, on the other hand, is to reverse this process: to go 
back to the state of pure responsiveness where no disposition to distinguish and 
respond has yet taken root and expanded to occupy the space of one’s heartmind 
(and body). It is to go back on one’s past experience and habit, in short, on one’s 
personal identity:  
 

回之未始得使，實有回也；得使之也，未始有回也。 
Before Hui got the instruction [about the fast], there had fully (shi 實) been 
Hui; having got it, there has not yet begun to be Hui. (9/2/28–29: 27)  

 
Fullness marks an identity–driven and fixed approach to the environment, while 
emptiness marks one which is radically open to the impact of the environment, 
novelty and change. Interestingly, the image unpacked above does not imply that 

                                                               
12 The Zhuangzi would not be the only text of the period to imagine cognition this way. The 
Mencius characterizes shi fei as one of the heartmind’s four sprouts (duan 端) ready to develop 
into full–blown wisdom when tended to with proper care (cf. Lau 2003, 72–73). However, 
there is an important difference between the two texts. The Zhuangzi does not view the 
entrenched distinction pattern as an outgrowth of some uniquely good innate seed but as an 
overgrowth where some shi fei grow up to clog up the space of the heartmind (and body). 
Accordingly, the text does not encourage one to cultivate but to weed this overgrown space 
down to empty qi. The aim is to leave room for an ongoing process of spontaneous 
discrimination and response. 
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the empty person does not distinguish and act at all. On the contrary, the passage 
explicitly states that to be empty is to be able to attend to things (dai wu 待物). 
The difference between this approach and ordinary cognition is thus not one of 
what but of how, or rather of how well. Namely, when the agent becomes empty 
his or her attention is no longer mediated by preconception and habit. It is pure 
attention: attention par excellence. And such attention can lead to (an? the?) 
appropriate course of action.13   

4  The Axis and the Surrounding Space 

A welcome complement to the notion of emptiness understood as unoccupied 
space would be an image of something non–spacious, such as an axis or point. 
Interestingly, the Zhuangzi does appeal to this kind of imagery in its discussion 
of the preferred mode of cognition and action:  
   

彼是莫得其偶謂之道樞。樞始得其環中以應無窮。是亦一無窮；非亦一無窮。 
That and this are not coupled as opposite—this is called the dao hinge. The 
hinge finds its place at the centre of the ring to respond to the inexhaustible. 
Shi are inexhaustible [and] fei are also inexhaustible. (4/2/30–31: 12)    

  
The use of the term dao which features in the compound notion of dao hinge 
(dao shu 道樞) is ambiguous. It can be read as definite and singular as well as 
indefinite and plural and, given the playful character of the Zhuangzi, both are 
probably intended. On the first reading, the term would refer to the dao—as in 
the one and only dao—presumably the dao of the world. Here, to keep to the dao 
hinge would be to rest at the centre of the spontaneous process of the world, 
perhaps as a kind of spiritual exercise.14   

However, the intended referent of the term could also be multiple dao, perhaps 
all dao which are permissible in the current situation. This reading would give 
the passage an epistemological edge. As Dan Robins points out, “some of the 
aptitudes required for following a way are epistemological in nature [as] we have 
to be able to recognize that there is such a way in the first place” (Robins 2011, 
109). The figure of the dao hinge read epistemologically marks the maximum of 
                                                               
13 In the cited passage, the thing (wu 物) to whom Yan Hui is supposed to attend (dai 待) is 
the tyrant he wishes to reform. The whole point of the story is that the mission will not succeed 
and Yan Hui will not live if he merely acts out some preconceived plan, however subtle it may 
be. The only “strategy” that can possibly work is attention to the tyrant’s mood and behaviour, 
although Confucius is rather skeptical about the whole business.     
14 For an analysis of the notion of dao across the Early Daoist tradition which seeks to relate 
its epistemological and spiritual aspects see Robins (2011). 
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this aptitude. The hinge is not identified with any specific distinction pattern. 
Instead, it rests at the centre of all possible distinction–making and action. It can 
recognize any contextually permissible shi fei and any contextually permissible 
course of action. Its spatial characteristics as an axis are important here: the axis 
does not occupy space, it is not yet full. At the same time, it is compatible with 
any configuration of space around it. The agent who keeps to the dao hinge 
brings no baggage of his or her own into the situation. He or she neither excludes 
nor insists on any particular way to distinguish and respond. To keep to the dao 
hinge is to be able to look for the right course of action without bias. It is to be 
radically open and inexhaustibly responsive to the particular here and now.  

The figure of an axis is also found in the opening passage of Chapter Three. 
The passage highlights the problematic relationship between the process of life 
and knowledge:  
 

吾生也有涯而知也無涯。以有涯隨無涯殆已。已而為知者殆而已矣。為善無近名，

為惡無近刑。緣督以為經…… 
[The flow of] my life is bound yet knowledge is not. [If one] uses the bound to 
follow the boundless, there’s danger. [If one’s] nonetheless for knowledge, 
there’s danger, that’s about it. [By being] for the good, [one] doesn’t get closer 
to name; [by being] for the bad, [one] doesn’t get closer to punishment. Take 
the spinal meridian as [your] warp…. (7/3/1: 21)15 

 
The interpretation of the passage is tricky. As Brook Ziporyn points out, its 
intention is not to say that there is much to know yet little time to learn.16 
However heuristically tempting, this reading not only bends the meaning of the 
terms sheng 生 and zhi 知 but also obscures the text to an extent. If it were 
correct, the emphasis on danger would verge on non sequitur. It would make 

                                                               
15 The middle of the passage is often read as conditional imperatives: “When you do [what is 
conventionally] good, don’t get close to name; when you do [what is conventionally] bad, 
don’t get close to punishment” (cf. Chen 2007). For yet another interpretation of the passage 
see Ziporyn (2009).  
16 He writes: “This sentence is often interpreted to mean, ‘My life is limited, but knowledge is 
unlimited.’ On this reading, ‘life’ refers to the duration of a human life span, while 
‘knowledge’ is interpreted as ‘the body of knowable things to be learned.’ The point would be 
that my life span is too short to learn all there is to learn, and hence the pursuit of learning is a 
futile, even dangerous endeavour. But this reading of sheng 生 (life) and zhi 知 (here 
translated as ‘the mind bent on knowledge’) is not consistent with the usage of those words in 
the rest of the Inner Chapters, nor the usual usage in texts of this period generally, where the 
former refers to the process of coming to be, and the latter primarily to the faculty of knowing 
rather than the field of things to be known. (…) Nonetheless, something of this sense of the 
inexhaustibility of knowables is not irrelevant to the points being made in this chapter” 
(Ziporyn 2009, 21). 
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sense to evoke futility but not so much danger. The passage becomes more 
compelling when another interpretation is entertained, and there are two points of 
interest here. The first is that the notion of life (sheng 生) does not refer to life 
span but to an individual life form in flow as confined to its riverbed, which is 
implied by the figure of an embankment (ya 涯). What the image suggests is that 
each living thing is defined in space and time—in terms of what and when he or 
she encounters—as well as perhaps in terms of the distinction pattern he or she 
thus acquires. The second point is that knowledge (zhi 知) is boundless, which I 
take to mean that there is no inherent cap on its application. In other words, there 
is nothing about knowledge that would urge the knower to only deem and act on 
it when fit. On the contrary, the inherent logic of knowledge is to use what one 
knows to entertain what one does not know. It is to approach what is novel in 
light of what is familiar: 
 

知天之所為者：天而生也；知人之所為者：以其知之所知以養其知之所不知。 
To know what is done by nature: it’s generated naturally; to know what is done 
by man: it’s to use what one’s knowledge knows to nurture what one’s 
knowledge doesn’t know. (15/6/1–3: 39)  

 
In this interpretation, the allusion to danger can be given tangible meaning. The 
problem is not so much that the knower does not know enough but that he or she 
entertains the particular here and now via an entrenched differentiation schema. 
An agent who is keen on knowledge does not respond to the given situation with 
due attention to its quality but out of habit, and this can be dangerous: what one 
takes to be good may not yield the expected reward, and what one takes to be bad 
may not lead to the foreseen punishment. More generally, seemingly preferable 
courses of action may turn out catastrophic while perfectly sound ones may be 
unnecessarily discarded, and some may not even be entertained at all. Reliance 
on knowledge understood in this light carries an inherent risk.17  

The alternative is to keep to the spinal meridian (du 督) as one’s warp. The 
term in question refers to the hind vertical meridian located in the vicinity of the 
spine. As Brook Ziporyn points out, “In Chinese medicine, this term… is used 
for the current of energy that runs vertically through the middle of the human 
back. (…) This flow tends toward the central… [and] is unseen (hence, it is 
opposed to the knowing mind)” (Ziporyn 2009, 22). Here again, the preferred 
mode of interaction with the environment is associated with an axis and its 
superiority lies in the fact that it foregoes fixed cognition, this time represented 

                                                               
17 The reading of the passage in the imperative yields a similar lesson. Here, the point would 
be to caution the agent not to overly commit to any particular idea of what is good and what is 
bad, for the reason explicated above.    
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by the notion of knowledge. Interestingly, here too there is no indication that this 
should be incompatible with distinction–making and action in general. Rather, 
the point is not to (overly) rely on what one already knows and not to (overly) 
commit to any fixed distinction of what is good and bad. Instead, it is to keep to 
the central axis which sustains due sensitivity to the particular here and now. 

The figure of an axis is also implicit in the image of the potter’s wheel of 
nature (tian jun 天鈞) which concludes the anecdote about the monkey trainer 
found in Chapter Two.18 The plot of the story is rather simple: the monkeys are 
angry when the trainer feeds them three chestnuts in the morning and four in the 
evening and so the trainer responds by switching over to four in the morning and 
three in the evening instead. The change makes the monkeys happy again and the 
issue is successfully resolved. Interestingly, the text sums up the way the trainer 
dealt with the problem as “adaptive” or “reliant” shi (yin shi 因是) and goes on 
to offer the following insight:  
 

是以聖人和之以是非而休乎天鈞，是之謂兩行。 
Thus, the sage harmonizes with it to shi fei and rests on the potter’s wheel of 
nature. This is called walking two [roads] (5/2/39–40: 14). 

 
The mechanics of the potter’s wheel are central to the idea expressed in the 
passage: the wheel spins around an axis, which allows for an ongoing reshaping 
of the clay. However, the axis as such does not determine the distribution of the 
material. It welcomes any shape which happens to form around it. To rest on the 
potter’s wheel—to rest at its centre—is thus to accommodate change and to 
harmonize with the environment, including other agents’ perspectives and needs.  

Interestingly, the passage points to shi fei as part of this process, which again 
shows that the preferred mode of cognition does involve distinction–making, 
although of an unorthodox kind: not fixed and permanent but provisional and 
adaptive. Here the agent does not possess an established perspective. However, 
he or she can assume and act on a temporary one derived from the characteristics 
of the situation. Adaptive shi does not presuppose the right course of action but 
harmonizes with the environment. It follows it like an accompaniment follows 
the lead voice in a musical performance, which is, incidentally, the more specific 
meaning of the term here rendered as “to harmonize” (he 和). 

The reference to shi fei in this context may seem to run at odds with the 
suggestion that they are only there (you 有) once they have fully formed in the 

                                                               
18 The image of the potter’s wheel of nature reappears in Chapter Twenty–Seven as tian jun 
天均 (cf. 75/27/9–10: 115). Here I restrict myself to the discussion of its use in Chapter Two. 
My interpretation of the story of the monkey trainer follows that proposed by Dan Robins. For 
more detail see Robins (2008).  
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heartmind which was quoted earlier. I think that the tension here is analogous to 
the case of the heartmind: just like the heartmind can either be used like a tally or 
like a mirror, so too, shi fei can either be fixed or adaptive. In the first case, the 
agent finds them in him or herself, while in the latter case in the situation he or 
she happens to be in. The text sometimes differentiates these two kinds of shi fei 
attitudes by explicitly labelling them as “fixed” shi (wei shi 為是) and “adaptive” 
shi (yin shi 因是), respectively. Other times, the distinction is implicit and must 
be made based on context. Be that as it may, to be empty and to keep to the axis 
is to distinguish and act, only not out of habit. 

5  Conclusion: The Status and Purport of Spatial Imagery 

There are at least three questions one may ask in connection to the use of spatial 
imagery in the Inner Chapters: (1) How radical is the conception of emptiness 
supposed to be? (2) How plausible is it? (3) Should it be understood as purely 
figurative or perhaps literally? I will not attempt to answer the second question in 
any detail. I will only note that the idea of relying on the external environment 
for guidance has sprung up in various forms both in Chinese and Western thought 
and that it seems to be generally reasonable. Of course, the ultimate assessment 
of this strategy will partly depend on how radical it is intended to be, which 
brings us to question one. 

The imagery evoked in the discussion of the preferred mode of cognition and 
action found in the Inner Chapters suggests an extreme interpretation, at least at 
first glance. The point seems to be particularly salient in the case of the figure of 
an axis. To keep to the axis is to have no stable outlook and habit of one’s own, 
or so it seems. The notion of emptiness appears to be equally radical. However, 
its purport can be mitigated if we take into account the processual character of 
the notion of fullness. If we assume that emptiness and fullness form a 
continuum, we may be able to make room for both an established distinction 
pattern––one which is somewhat although not fully formed––and a degree of 
openness. The latter model would allow the agent to simultaneously build on and 
go beyond whatever he or she already knows and can do. Interestingly, this kind 
of tension is not uniquely related to spatial imagery. It is also present, for 
example, in the way the broader text deals with skill.19 Perhaps it is endemic to 
any conception of cognition and action which takes complexity and context 
seriously. This is an interesting problem and it certainly deserves further analysis.   

The third issue raised above is whether spatial imagery should be read literally 
or metaphorically. On the metaphorical reading, the cognitive transformation 
                                                               
19 For more discussion of this problematic, see Robins (2008). 
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would simply be a change in outlook only imagined in spatial terms. Here, the 
role of spatial imagery would be purely heuristic: to bring out and stress certain 
characteristics of the default and the preferred modes of cognition and action, 
such as fixedness versus openness. However, spatial imagery can also be read 
more literally, as an attempt to conceptualize an actual bodily transformation. 
This interpretation is supported by the fact that the text makes an explicit 
reference to the notion of qi 氣.20 The view that the human body comprises of 
malleable qi was generally operational during the period, especially as part of the 
broader culture of embodied self–cultivation. As Lisa Raphals notices in her 
comparative study of embodied virtue in Early China and Ancient Greece, “such 
‘material virtue’ traditions held that the body–mind was constructed of qi and 
that embodied self–cultivation practices could transform qi” (Raphals 2011, 148). 
Traces of this kind of reflection and practice can be found in the Inner Chapters, 
although it would be extremely difficult to assess their relative importance for the 
text’s overall philosophy. I think that both avenues are worthy of further inquiry. 

What I have argued for through an analysis of the text’s use of spatial imagery 
is that cognition and action come in two modes, according to the Inner Chapters, 
and that the preferred cognitive mode is characterized by heightened sensitivity 
to the makeup of one’s environment. I think that an important takeaway from this 
discussion is that the primary concern here is how to act and survive in the world. 
Any account of the text’s broader ethos should take this problem into serious 
consideration.    
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