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Abstract  The examination of names and words constitutes an important aspect of 
the philosophy of Zhuangzi. With the debate over the relationship between name 
and reality as its background, this examination not only involves the connection 
between form and meaning, but also targets at the connection between concepts 
and objects. The debate over the relationship between name and reality correlates 
with the discussion of the connection between words and meanings or ideas. For 
Zhuangzi, the function of names and words is first and foremost embodied as the 
classification and distinction of being, while the Dao, as the universal principle of 
being, is characterized by equality and throughness. This leads to an inherent 
disparity and tension between names, words and the Dao. Zhuangzi’s thinking and 
argument concern the connections between name and reality, words and ideas, and 
the Dao and words. This displays multiple theoretical perspectives and the 
complexity of its thought.  

 
Keywords  Chinese philosophy, Zhuangzi, names and words, name and reality, 
words and ideas, Dao and words 

 
摘要  对名与言的考察, 构成了《庄子》哲学的重要方面。以名实之辩为背景, 名与
言的考察既涉及语言形式与涵义的关系，也指向概念与对象的关系。与名实之辩相
关的是言意之辩，后者所指向的是言与意的关系。同时，对《庄子》而言，名言的
作用首先表现为对存在的“分”和“别”，而“道”作为存在的普遍原理，则以“齐”
与“通”为内在品格，后者使道与名言呈现内在的距离和张力。对名与实、言与意、
道与言等关系的辨析, 既展示了《庄子》的多重理论视域, 又表现了其思想的复杂性。 
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Zhuangzi1 is not only a classic work written in excellent names(名，ming) and 
words(言, yan), but also a classic work in the examination of names and words. 
As for the connection between words and what they express, names and words 
are related to the debate over name and reality (实, shi), as well as the form and 
content of expression. The speech process also leads to the debate over words 
and meanings or ideas. In terms of the connection between names or words and 
the Dao, the issue is one of the ability to express and the method of expression. 
According to Zhuangzi, while names and words lay bare the world, they retain 
their own limits. By clarifying the connection between name and reality, words 
and ideas, and the Dao and words, Zhuangzi expounds upon various 
philosophical viewpoints. Regarding the aforementioned manner of thinking, 
people are frequently accustomed to rely on skepticism, relativism, and poetic 
philosophy for explanation. However, given these prejudices, the various 
connotations of the doctrine of names and words are often difficult to expound 
upon in any concrete or specific manner. This indicates that it is necessary to 
further contemplate, debate and clarify Zhuangzi’s philosophy from the 
perspective of names and words.  

1 

With the debate on name and reality serving as its background, the examination 
of names and words is not only involved with the connection between the form 
and meaning of speech, but also targets at the connection between concept and 
object. As a matter of fact, in Zhuangzi, words and names combine the 
implication of terms with concepts. Accordingly, the debate on name and reality 
not only assumes the connection between words and things as its object, but also 
involves the relationship between concepts and the world. 

In Zhuangzi, the world as object has its own prescribed rules, and these rules 
do not rely on speech: “The way of heaven and earth is embedded with great 
beauty but they do not speak about it. The four seasons proceed with the clearest 

                                           
1 Within the academic world, there exist a number of opinions regarding the connection 
between the man Zhuangzi and the book Zhuangzi, as well as the ascription of each chapter. 
For this paper, from the perspective of the evolution of philosophical thought, the basic fact is 
that the book Zhuangzi embodies Zhuangzi’s profound historical influence. Although 
alterations have been made to the number of chapters and its table of contents, the book 
Zhuangzi is an enduring symbol of Zhuangzi’s thought and has influenced the progression of 
the history of thought. In other words, while it is certainly necessary to re-verify the 
provenance of each of the particular chapters of Zhuangzi, the linkages between Zhuangzi and 
Zhuangzi, the historical existence of Zhuangzi, and Zhuangzi in its entirety undoubtedly 
constitute an original philosophical system and exert a practical control over the evolution of 
thought. For this paper, the unsettled issues about its author and ascription are suspended, and 
thus the object of its research is directed at the historical text as a whole.       
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laws but they do not engage in disputation. All things develop from their distinct 
natures but they do not expound them” (Liu 1980, Qiwulun). Here, speech and 
independence express themselves in two different existential ways, and the rules 
and manifestation of non-dependence merge into one in the object world. 
However, with regard to the relationship between human beings and the object 
world, speech constitutes the intermediary to combine both of them together: 
things are always open to human beings through names and words. Regarding 
the interaction between words and speech as they relate to human beings and 
things, Zhuangzi first affirms names and words’ inferiority to things: “The name 
is but the guest of the reality” (Ibid., Xiaoyaoyou). As the “guest of the reality,” 
the name should be consistent with the reality and also correspond to it. This 
principle is discussed by Yan Hui in Dazongshi: “Yan Hui asked Confucius, 
‘When the mother of Mengsun Cai died, in all his wailing for her he did not shed 
a tear, in his heart he felt no grief, in mourning he displayed no sorrow. He fell 
short on these three things, and yet all over the state of Lu he is reputed to be an 
excellent mourner. Is it that one that lacks the reality may yet receive the 
reputation of having it?’”(Liu 1980).2 What is important here is not the comment 
on a certain historical character, but rather the connection between name and 
reality. “One who lacks the reality may get the reputation of having it,” i.e. the 
name does not correspond to the reality, which not only means the inconsistency 
between the external reputation and the practical behavior, but also implies the 
separation between the name and the reality in a broad sense. That which 
Zhuangzi queries by means of Yan Hui evidently presupposed that name and 
reality should correspond with each other. 

The above connection between name and reality is prescribed in a more 
concrete way as followed: “They conferred names in accordance with reality and 
gave their approval when it was appropriate” (Liu 1980, Zhile). The phase “in 
accordance with” has the meaning of confinement. Thus, “they conferred names 
in accordance with reality” means that the name cannot transcend or depart from 
the reality, in other words, both of them ought to mutually correspond. The word 
principle (义, yi), contrary to the name, is equivalent to the appropriate, and from 
which we can derive the principle of “ought to,” while the word properness or 

                                           
2 Additionally, this sentence includes pauses by Cheng Xuanying as follows: “Without these 
three things, he (was considered to have) discharged his mourning well; —is it that in the state 
of Lu one who has no the reality may yet get the reputation of having it?” Liu Wendian quoted 
Li Zhen: “If this sentence was paused in the way like the above, its meaning will be 
incomplete and even worse it is susceptible to failure in expressing the idea. The following 
three characters of “gai lu guo” should be included in the former sentence, and should not link 
with the following “gu you” to make a sentence. The word “gai” is synonymous with that of 
“gong gai tian xia” (the sage rulers’ actions extend over all under the heaven). That is to say 
that Mengsun Cai has displayed his mourning so well that he is reputed to be an excellent 
mourner all over the state of Lu” ( Liu 1980, pp. 251–252). Note: this paper follows Li’s 
explanation. 
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suitability (适, shi) has the implication of properness or adaptation to a specific 
situation. The phrase “giving their approval when it was appropriate” indicates 
that the function of the principle of “ought to” presupposes suitability for a 
specific situation, which implies the affirmation of expediency (the flexibility of 
the application of the principle). Here by distinguishing name from principle, 
Zhuangzi insists that name should strictly correspond to reality, but principle can 
be flexible in accordance with a specific situation. No doubt, the above distinction 
between name and principle further stresses that the connection between name and 
reality has an intrinsic orientation to correspondence or conformity.  

On the other hand, while prescribing names with “in accordance with reality,” 
Zhuangzi restricts the object or the scope of application of names and words. In 
Qiwulun, Zhuangzi addresses the issue of “A thing seems to be so by the name 
being applied to it.” The statement “A thing seems to be so by the name being 
applied to it” means that by signifying things with names, things become 
distinguishable and may be grasped, which is similar to the subsequent saying of 
Xunzi that “After the names are established, the reality can be differentiated” 
(Wang 1988, Zhengming). This kind of denotation, in the first instance, 
associates the name and the thing, and moreover, makes a corresponding 
connection between both of them. Thus, Zhuangzi goes one step further 
emphasizing “That which words can describe and knowledge can understand 
belong to the world of things” (Liu 1980, Zeyang). In regards to the cognitive 
process (knowing), the phrase “belong to the world of things” means that the 
empirical knowledge cannot transcend concrete objects. Regarding the 
connection between the name and the reality, the phrase “belong to the world of 
things” emphasizes the principle that names and words can simply apply to 
particular things. In correspondence with the above attitudes, Zhuangzi makes a 
distinction between “things” and “non-being”: “That which has a name and a real 
existence already belongs to the world of things. That which has no name and no 
real existence belongs only to realm of non-being” (Ibid.). A “thing” is 
characteristic of “a real existence,” and moreover can be referred to with a 
“name” (“that which has a name and a real existence”), while “non-being” falls 
short of the prescription of “real existence,” and cannot be denoted by a name 
(“that which has no name and no real existence”).  

As the objects of “naming,” “a thing” and “a real existence” first of all unfold 
themselves in the character of particularity or individuality, while that which is 
contrary to a thing is the Dao. The distinction between a thing and the Dao is 
embodied in the distinction between the particular and the universal prescription. 
For Zhuangzi, the Dao always transcends the particular, and thus the Dao is 
beyond names, which take things (the particular) as its objects. When speaking of 
the relationship between “a thing,” “the Dao” and “a name,” Zhuangzi makes the 
following observation: “All things have their distinct characteristics, but as the 
Dao has no partiality it has no name” (Ibid.). That “all things have their distinct 



Names and words in the philosophy of Zhuangzi 

 

5 

characteristics” demonstrates that particular things have different prescriptions, 
while the so-called “no partiality” means to possess a universal coverage by 
transcending individuality or particularity. Zhuangzi distinguishes the 
particularity of “a thing” from the “impartiality” of the Dao, and from the latter 
deduces that it possesses “no name.” This distinction endows the “name” with a 
characteristic of referring to a particular thing. 

With particular things as their diverse objects, “names” frequently remain 
separate from the “One.” Regarding the world’s primal form, Zhuangzi states “At 
the ultimate origin of all things, there was Non-Non-Being; there was non-name.3 
From this emerged the One, the first existence without form. Then different 
things were produced, receiving what we regard as their attributes” (Liu 1980, 
Tiandi). “Non-being” in common parlance is the opposite of “being.” In this 
context, “non-being” means to lack or to not exist. That which the phrase “there 
was Non-Non-being” affirms is not “being” opposite to “non-being.” On the 
contrary, what it indicates is that “non-being” blends concrete “being” and 
“non-being” together into one, and thus universally covers the concept of 
“non-being.” Corresponding to the transcendence of the separation between 
“being” and “non-being,” the world unfolds itself in its original form, which is 
embodied as the “One” without form. The so-called “One without form” means 
one integrated mass that has not divided into the particular things. The phrase 
“there was a time before the time when there was no being and non-being” in 
Qiwulun expresses a similar meaning: Under the original form of the world, there 
was no “being” or “non-being,” and thus, in this connection, the distinction 
between “being” and “non-being” lacked substantial meaning. According to 
Zhuangzi, this original form of unity transcended the domain that can be 
expressed in terms of names and words. This is made manifest in the prescription 
of the “One without form” through “non-being.” 

Names cannot grasp the unitary form of “being,” implying that they have their 
own limits. As for the connection between name and reality, the name first 
assumes the characteristic of “distinction.” While Zhuangzi emphasizes that the 
name is the guest of the reality and that “they conferred names in accordance 
with reality,” it affirms the correspondence between name and reality (things). 
The latter (correspondence) not only displays the certainty of the connection 

                                           
3 This sentence was denoted as “At the ultimate origin of all things, there was nothing, there 
was nothing that could be named,” but Liu Wendian deemed: “this sentence should be paused 
in the way that ‘At the ultimate origin of all things, there was Non-being-Non-being; there was 
non-name.’ In this way, it can be consistent with the saying that ‘I can be in the state of 
Being-Non-being, but I cannot be in the state of Non-being-Non-being’ in Zhibeiyou, and with 
the saying that ‘Non-name is the beginning of the heaven and the earth’ as well. The ultimate 
origin of all things is just the beginning of the heaven and the earth.” Note: Liu’s view is 
correct. From the aspects of both theoretical connotation and expressional form, it should be 
paused as “At the ultimate origin of all things, there was Non-being-Non-being; there was 
non-name.” 
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between name and thing, but also places an emphasis on the function of 
“differentiation” and “distinction” of the name: the correspondence between 
names and things presupposes that different names refer to or denote different 
things. At the same time, the distinction that is characteristic of the name implies 
a certain separation or differentiation to being itself. When people refer to 
different “things” with names, the integrated world will be divided into different 
objects. From the perspective of the cognitive relationship between human 
beings and the world, to differentiate between things with names transcends the 
chaos of being and makes it possible to concretely grasp the world. Thus, 
concerning the way in which the world manifests itself, the uniform being that is 
the “One without form” is divided into the particular things or the particular, 
which have their own demarcations and are correspondent with their names. 
Clearly, names allow “being” to transcend a state of unity to reach separation. 

Regarding the development of pre-Qin philosophy, philosophers that preceded 
and followed the issuance of Zhuangzi used a variety of perspectives to examine 
the connections between the name and the reality and between the names and the 
things. Those of the Mohist School claimed that “naming is to imitate the real 
existence” and our judgment on whether we can know a name is based on 
whether it corresponds to the real existence: “A blind man could claim what is 
white is white and what is black is black. On this occasion, even a man with good 
eyes can improve nothing but agree with the blind man. However, if we put a 
white thing and a black one together and ask the blind man to select the white 
one or the black one, he won’t know how to do. So it is in this sense that I say a 
blind man doesn’t know what is white and what is black. I certainly don’t mean 
that he doesn’t know the name of white or black” (Wu 2006, Xiaoqu；Guiyi). On 
the one hand, this selection (取, qu) involves human behavior, and on the other 
hand, it is also manifested as a name that accords with the real existence. 
Whether the existence conforms to its name determines whether the name has 
been truly grasped. Presupposition of the latter is to affirm that the name should 
be consistent with the real existence. Xunzi takes this premise to specifically 
examine the thesis that “Names were made in order to denote actualities,” and 
accordingly points out the name’s categorical function as a reference to the 
reality. For Xunzi, once a definite connection between a name and a real 
existence is established, the object can be grasped, i.e. the so-called concept that 
“after names were established, actualities could be differentiated.” From this, 
Xunzi conducts a specific examination of the social function of names: “Names 
were made in order to denote actualities, on the one hand so as to make evident 
the noble and the base and on the other to distinguish similarities and differences. 
When the distinction between the noble and base is evident, and similarities and 
differences are distinguished, under these circumstances a man’s mind will not 
suffer from the misfortune of being misunderstood, and affairs will not suffer 
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from the calamity of being hindered or wasted. This is the reason for having 
names” (Wang 1988, Zhengming). The phrases “to make evident the noble and 
the base” and “to distinguish similarities from differences” emphasize that names 
classify and distinguish actualities. In the societal milieu, Xunzi affirms that the 
name classifies the world. Zhuangzi emphasizes that the name is the guest of a 
real existence, names are conferred in accordance with actual tasks, and names 
are associated with the differentiation of being. All of these concepts no doubt 
share commonalities with Mohist and Xunzi’s teachings. However, by affirming 
the function of names in differentiation and distinction, Zhuangzi raises the 
question of whether names can grasp the world’s original form and its unity. This 
trend was already evident in these, such as those that prescribe “Dao” with 
“non-name. ” For example, the following discussion of the prescription of names 
is imbued with its own inherent dilemmas. 

As symbols embedded with meanings, names and words serve the function of 
differentiation: the world that is the “One without form” was divided and 
distinguished by names and words, and accordingly could be grasped by people. 
However, this is only one aspect of the problem. While names and words make 
distinctions between objects, they also use a variety of perspectives to reiterate 
the unity of objects. Mohists already observed this point. When speaking of the 
connection between the name and the reality, Mohists discussed the function of 
names in detail from the perspective of type or category (类, lei) and particular 
(私, si). From “particular” aspect, “We denominate him as zang, which is a 
particular name; this name is in accordance with the real existence” (Wu 2006, 
Jingshuoshang). As a name to signify a certain individual, “zang” belongs to a 
particular name, and there is a correspondence between “zang” and the object to 
which it refers (“This name is accordance with the real existence”). But a name 
itself is not restricted to the scope of particular names, but it is instead involved 
with the scope of type or “species.” As for the latter, a name also possesses a 
universal coverage, as illustrated by Mohists: “We denominate something as a 
‘horse’, which is a species term. Those what are like the real existence must also 
use this name” (Ibid.). “Horse,” contrary to “zang” that simply refers to a specific 
person, belongs to the species term. All particular things that belong to this type 
(like the real existence) can be referred to with this name. In the relationship of 
names with the real existence above, the species term “horse” undoubtedly 
establishes a relationship between relevant individuals, and at the same time, it 
also symbolizes the unity of being from the perspective of species, which was 
formulated by Xunzi in greater detail as follows: 

 
When things are alike, they are named alike; when different, they are named 
differently. When a simple term would be sufficient to convey the meaning, a 
simple term is used; when a simple term is insufficient, then a compound term 
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is used. When simple and compound concepts do not conflict, then the 
general term may be used; although it is a general term, there is no harm in 
using it. The one who knows that different real existences have different 
names, and who therefore never refers to different real existences otherwise 
than by different names, will not experience any confusion. Likewise he who 
refers to different real existences should never use any other but the same 
name.4 For although all things are innumerable, there are times when we 
wish to speak of them all in general, so we call them “things.” “Things” is the 
most general term. We press on and generalize; we generalize and generalize 
still more, until there is nothing more general. Only then we stop. There are 
times when we wish to speak of one aspect, so we say “birds and beasts.” 
“Birds and beasts” is the great classifying term. We press on and classify. We 
classify and classify still more, until there is no more classification to be made, 
and then we stop (Wang 1988, Zhengming).  

 
This passage concerns the principle of forming a “name.” The phrase “when 

things are alike, they are named alike; when different, they are named 
differently” stresses the correspondence between names and things, while the 
phrase “when a simple term would be sufficient to convey the meaning, a simple 
term is used” is similar in principle to Mohists denoting particular things with 
“particular” names. However, the simple term (单, dan), the classifying term (别, 
bie) and the general term (共, gong) concern universality to differing degrees. 
“Birds and beasts” denotes certain “types,” but “things” generally refer to all 
objects; the latter is based on “types” or a universal prescription, and also 
reiterates the unity of being from various aspects. By comparison, Zhuangzi 
simply affirms that “they conferred names in accordance with reality” and 
emphasizes that the uniform form of being is beyond “names.” Yet, this work 
apparently fails to take into consideration the various characteristics of “names.” 

2 

That which is related to the debate on names and reality is the debate on words 
                                           
4 The words “different real existences” seem to be a mistake of “same real existences.” 
Logically that “The one who knows that different real existences have different names, and 
who therefore never refers to different real existences otherwise than by different names, will 
not experience any confusion. Likewise, he who refers to the same real existences should 
never use any other but the same name,” is consistent with the beginning of this paragraph that 
“When things are alike, they are named alike; when different, they are named differently.” If 
they are categorized as “different real existences,” then the meaning will be inconsistent. Yang 
Qiong supported this point when he quoted “perhaps to say” in Commentaries on Xunzi (Yang 
1977). Besides, Wang Niansun also agreed with Yang Qiong (Wang 1988, p. 419). 
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and ideas (意, yi). The debate on names and reality takes the connection between 
names and things or names and being as its object, but the debate on words and 
ideas indicates the connection between words and ideas. In the philosophical 
system of Zhuangzi, “ideas,” in opposition to “words,” not only has the 
implication of meanings of names, but also refers to ideas or consciousness. 
Accordingly, the debate on “words” and “ideas” not only concerns the 
connection between linguistic form and its connotation, but also takes on the 
distinction between words and ideas (consciousness or cognitive understanding). 

Regarding the connection between “words” and “ideas,” Zhuangzi, in the first 
instance, puts forward the thesis that ideas are valuable: “Words have what is 
valuable in them: it is the ideas they convey…. Thus, what we look at and can 
see is only the outward form and color, and what we listen to and can hear is only 
names and sounds. Ah! That the men of the world take form and color, name and 
sound to be adequate to show them the real nature of things” (Liu 1980, Tiandao). 
Speech (语, yu) and words are in the same sequence, and here “ideas” indicates 
the meaning that speech conveys. The relationship between “speech” and “ideas” 
above is approximate to the connection between words and concepts or between 
sentence and proposition. Speech and ideas imply that meaning is placed in the 
dominant position vis-à-vis words. From an external perspective, speech or 
words  relate to sensory objects. As the symbol of meaning, “ideas” can unfold 
itself not only in form but also in sound. If we simply regard external symbols, 
often only the “form” and “sound” of the principle are made manifest, but its 
intrinsic meaning is lost. As a result, it becomes difficult to grasp the real world 
(“show them the real nature of things”). 

The distinction between the external “form” and internal “meaning” undergoes 
further formulation in the discussion about the words of ancient sages. The 
chapter of Tiandao in Zhuangzi narrates a dialogue between the wheelwright 
Bian and Duke Huan: “Duke Huan sat in his hall reading a book. The 
wheelwright Bian was making a wheel in the courtyard below the hall. Putting 
down his hammer and chisel, Bian went up the steps and said, ‘I venture to ask 
Your Grace, what words are you reading?’ ‘The words of the sages,’ replied the 
duke. ‘Are those sages alive?’ ‘They are dead for long.’ ‘Then, what you, my 
Ruler, are reading is only the dregs and sediments of those old men’” (Ibid.). 
Although the records in the book are the words of the ancient sages, these kinds 
of words do not necessarily convey their ideas. The so-called “the ancient sages 
are long dead” implies that the subjects, which endow words with ideas, do not 
exist any longer. Once the subjects who established ideas were lost, words would 
merely show themselves in the external form. Zhuangzi holds that words 
themselves could have no meaning after the subjects of speaking died, which 
fails to acknowledge the relative independence of words. As a matter of fact, as 
that which the hermeneutics drummed: once words appear in the form of text, 
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their meanings cannot be determined by the speaker. The words in text always 
contain a meaningful space that can be continuously extended. However, the 
importance lies in Zhuangzi’s emphasis on ideas in the domain that can be 
expressed with names and words: Behind this historical phenomenon under 
which ancient sages prescribed the ideas of words as their dominant function; the 
ancient sages sought the symbolic meaning of ideas, endowing words with inner 
life. Without ideas, words would become the dregs and sediments. 

The aforementioned connection between words and ideas corresponds to that 
which is called the debate on “footprints” (迹, ji) and “how the footprints were 
made.” When speaking of the Six Classics, Zhuangzi points out: “The Six 
Classics are the footprints left behind by the former rulers, and do not show how 
the footprints were made…. The footprints are made by the steps, but they are 
not the steps themselves” (Ibid.). The Six Classics in the form of words represent 
historical texts; “footprints” originally denoted external appearance, and serve as 
a metaphor of the system of names and words in which the Six Classics were 
shown. But “how the footprints were made” endows names and words with ideas 
and indicates the theory of the former rulers. As a text, of course, the Six Classics 
is a form in which the former ruler’s theory could be explicated, but it is not the 
embodiment of the theory. According to Zhuangzi, importance is vested in the 
“footprints” (the text in the form of names and words) as a step towards 
discovering “how the footprints were made” (the theory inherent in names and 
words). The distinction between “footprints” and “how the footprints were made” 
demonstrates the dominance of ideas over words from yet another angle. 

This distinction between words and ideas is primarily involved in the 
connection between the linguistic form or the external symbol and the internal 
meaning. As mentioned above, ideas indicate more than simply linguistic 
meaning. When subjecting words and ideas to further examination, Zhuangzi 
observes: 

 
Both the minute and the great have physical forms. That which has no form 
cannot be enumerated; that which is without boundary cannot be measured. 
What can be discussed in words is only a crude approximation. What can be 
reached in thought is the fineness of things. But what cannot be described in 
words or reached in discerning thought-this has nothing to do with what is 
crude or fine. (Liu 1980, Qiushui) 

 
“A crude approximation” indicates the perceived form of the object, while “the 

fineness of things” is the internal prescription of objects or their intrinsic 
principles. In Zhuangzi’s view, the former can be denoted or discussed in words, 
while the latter can be attained mainly by means of ideas. According to this usage, 
“ideas” evidently differs from the meaning of language and instead represents 
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ideas or understanding. “What can be reached in thought” means to grasp the 
internal principle of objects via understanding. Through the correspondence 
between “words” and “ideas” with “the crude approximation” and “the fineness 
of things,” Zhuangzi more or less exerts certain restrictions on their functions. 
Based on the aforementioned distinction, it appears difficult for names and words 
to access the intrinsic prescriptions or principles of objects. In other words, the 
internal principles of objects are beyond the domain that can be expressed with 
names and words, even though they constitute the content of understanding in 
mind or ideas. In actuality, when speaking of the connection between “that from 
which ideas are derived” and words, Zhuangzi to a degree already confined the 
roles of names and words: “Words have what is valuable in them: it is the ideas 
they convey. But those ideas are derived from something else and that cannot be 
conveyed by words” (Liu 1980, Tiandao). Here “ideas” firstly refers to meaning 
or connotation, and thus is different from the “ideas” as cognitive understanding, 
but it also concerns a connection with objects; “that from which ideas are 
derived” is just the principle of things to which “ideas” refers. In this connection, 
words or speech, “ideas” and the signification of “ideas” (“that from which ideas 
are derived”) are represented as: words or speech, which takes ideas as its 
connotation, but is unable to express the signification of “ideas.” This connection 
is tied to the relationship between connotation and signified. In other words, 
names and words have their own connotations but do not necessarily express that 
which is signified. This is the case concerning the internal principle of things.  

Of course, in correspondence with interpreting “ideas” as idea or cognitive 
understanding, Zhuangzi also develops the debate on “words” and “ideas.” When 
viewed in the context of the evolution of modern philosophy, the philosophy of 
language or linguistic philosophy and cognitive philosopy are often distinguished 
as different branches. The former is primarily relegated to examining linguistic 
meaning as its object, while the latter attributes mental activity to its research 
field.5 If it is to say the discussion about names and words and their connotations 
are more or less related to the linguistic philosophy, then the distinction between 
“discussion in words” and “reach in thought” is also involved with cognitive 
philosophy. It is evident that in the debate on words and ideas, the linguistic form 
and the mental activity, and the linguistic philosophy and cognitive philosophy 
are all interlaced. This led Zhuangzi to exhibit a certain tendency towards relating 
linguistic analysis to mental activity, while it restricted the function of names and 

                                           
5 Of course, some contemporary philosophers have already observed the connection between 
the philosophy of language and the philosophy of mind. For instance, Searle also held that 
philosophy language is a branch of philosophy of mind ( Searle 2005, p. 2). However, it seems 
that the mainstream of philosophy still mainly discriminates between these two fields and 
studies them separately. 
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words. As mentioned above, by demonstrating a broad understanding of the 
debate on “words” and “ideas,” Zhuangzi transcends the solitary connotations of 
names and words to address cognitive understanding. 

With an orientation towards cognitive understanding, “reach in thought” 
emphasizes to an even greater extent the “existence” of human beings. In the 
fable of the wheelwright Bian’s making a wheel, Zhuangzi formulates the 
connection between “words,” “ideas” and behavior. In Bian’s words: 

 
Your servant will look at it from point of view of his own work. In making a 
wheel, if I hammer lightly, that is pleasant enough but the workmanship is not 
strong. If I hammer violently, it is exhausting and the joints do not fit. If the 
movements of my hand are neither too light nor too violent, the idea in my 
mind is realized. I cannot tell you how to do this in words: there is an art in it. 
I cannot teach this to my son, nor can my son learn it from me (Liu 1980, 
Tiandao). 

 
To make a wheel belongs to human practical activity, and that “neither too 

light nor too violent” and “the idea in my mind is realized by the movements of 
my hand” exhibit the perfection of such behavior. For Zhuangzi, this perfection 
of behavior cannot be expressed in words (“I cannot tell you how to do this in 
words”), but contains an intrinsic principle, which is embodied in the moderation 
of the behavioral rhythm, or the tacit cooperation between hands and mind. The 
so-called “art (数, shu)” in “there is an art in it” can be considered as the internal 
principle (礼, li) inherent in behavior. This kind of internal principle can neither 
be easily expressed nor subjectively conveyed: The actor cannot inform (喻, yu) 
others about it, nor can others accept or receive (受, shou) it from the actor. 
Although this kind of art or principle in practice cannot be conveyed in words, it 
can be tacitly known in one’s mind, which was demonstrated in the so-called “the 
idea in my mind is realized.” It is evident that there is an internal coherence 
between “the idea in my mind is realized” and the above “reach in mind.” 
Undoubtedly, both share a consistency on the basis of transcending names and 
words to tacit knowing. 

As mentioned above, “that from which ideas are derived” as the signified is 
involved in the object world. By contrast, the art in practice is instead related to 
the “existence” of human beings. From the perspective of external form, “that 
from which ideas are derived” cannot be conveyed in words and “that which can 
be reached in mind” cannot be expressed in words, such that both manifest 
transcending the domain that can be expressed with names and words. However, 
their emphasis is different: the former gives prominence to the distance between 
the principle of object world and names and words, while the latter emphasizes 
the introduction of cognitive understanding into human practice. In the action of 
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“the idea in my mind is realized by the movements of my hand,” speech about 
objects has been turned into a tacit knowing of practical wisdom. Views such as 
“that from which ideas are derived” cannot be conveyed in words more or less 
endowed the debate on “words” and “ideas” with a negative sense, then the 
affirmation that the art in behavior can be reached by cognition (knowing tacitly) 
present a practical significance. From the distinction between connotation (“what 
is valuable in words”) and the signified (“what those ideas are derived from”) to 
the emphasis on cognitive understanding, the debate on “words” and “ideas” 
leads to a transition from speech about objects to concern over the existence of 
subjects. 

Cognitive understanding in practice mainly takes ideas as its content. In 
relation to the existence of human beings, ideas take priority over words, as 
elucidated by the following discussion regarding the debate on “words” and 
“ideas” in Zhuangzi:  

 
Fishing-stakes are used for catching fish; once the fish have been caught, men 
forget the stakes. Snares are used to catch hares, but when the hares have been 
caught, men forget the snares. Words are used to convey ideas but when the 
ideas are understood, men forget the words. Where could I find a man who 
has forgotten his words so that I might talk with him! (Liu 1980, Waiwu) 

 
Fishing-stakes and snares are the tools to catch fish and hares respectively: 

The parallel between “words” and fishing-stakes and snares prescribes “words” 
as a tool or means. Here, “ideas” not only refers to the connotations of names and 
words, but also denotes the cognitive understanding or idea. The latter includes 
the understanding of the internal principle of things and practical wisdom. 
Concerning the connection between the linguistic forms and their connotations, 
“words are used to convey ideas” denoting the dominance of connotation in 
names and words, while with respect to the relationship between speech and 
cognitive understanding, it affirms that names and words orient themselves to 
this understanding. In these aforementioned connections, words are all simply 
prescribed as an external means or instrument. Derived from “words are used to 
convey ideas,” the phrase “when the ideas are understood, men forget the words” 
further emphasizes that ideas are independent of or separated from words by 
affirming the dominance of ideas. To “forget the words” suggests that ideas can 
exist apart from words. The above view on “ideas” and “words” not only 
confirms the externality of words as an instrument, but also acknowledges a 
distance between mind, names and words. As a matter of fact, the phrase “that 
which entrances the mind without words” (Liu 1980, Tianyun) already implies 
the distinction between mind (ideas) and words.       

Regarding the connection between words and connotations, the expression of 
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connotations through symbolic form is conventional, but the connotation itself 
always exists by virtue of a specified form. Without a specific form, it is difficult 
for the connotation to achieve any level of certainty. As for the relationship 
between names and words, “thought” and “understanding” (悟, wu) cannot exist 
in pure consciousness. Even insight or inspiration which was originally devoid of 
explicit forms cannot be completely isolated from names and words: Only if this 
insight or inspiration takes the shape of names and words can they be turned into 
knowledge that can be conveyed or discussed inter-subjectively. But the fact that 
they can eventually assume the form of names and words presupposes that their 
process of formation is connected with names and words. Similarly, “tacit 
knowing,” as an implicit form of consciousness, resides beyond explicit names 
and words. However, as this sensory experience possesses its own form, these 
implicit “ideas” are also a kind of consciousness with form, not simply a 
formless pure stream of consciousness lacking names and words. Zhuangzi 
claims that “when the ideas are understood, men forget the words,” which 
undoubtedly overlooks this aforementioned aspect of the connection between 
words and ideas. 

Unlike Zhuangzi, Commentaries on the Book of Change (易传, Yizhuan) posits 
that “oral language cannot convey the idea thoroughly,” “with images (象，xiang) 
to express the ideas fully.” It states: “What is written (book) cannot fully express 
that which is meant to be said, and what is said cannot thoroughly convey the 
idea, then is it the case that the ideas of the sages cannot be made manifest? 
Confucius replied: The sages establish images to express the ideas fully and set 
up the hexagrams to completely express what is real and what is false; 
commentaries are added to express that which is meant to be said, 
transformations and changes are demonstrated to benefit all things on the earth, 
which the sages would like to encourage and promote to realize their mysterious 
potential” (Huang 2001, Xici). This passage concerns the connection between the 
form and the meaning of a text, and the direct or literal meaning and its internal 
connotation. A text (book) exists in a certain linguistic form, but the direct 
meanings of words do not always overlap with the text’s embedded thought. 
Instead, a text often covers much richer implications and leaves a more extensive 
space for understanding. Even if this kind of understanding and interpretation 
cannot be differentiated from names and words, they have not been simply 
confined to the direct linguistic expression of the text. With divinatory symbols 
as the form to fully convey ideas, Commentaries on the Book of Changes no 
doubt shows an emphasis on the symbolic system of Book of Changes (易经，
Yijing). The image (象, xiang) consists of trigrams, and logically it has the 
implication of a category. As a category, the characteristic of “image” conducts 
its transformation. By changing a certain trigram, one image or hexagram (xiang) 
is transformed into another one. In this sense, the “image” represents a formal 



Names and words in the philosophy of Zhuangzi 

 

15 

system, while the phrase “with images to express the ideas fully” implies that 
the thought may be expressed through transformations of the universal 
categories and their categorical forms. In comparison with Zhuangzi’s 
emphasis on “when the ideas are understood, men forget the words,” 
Commentaries on the Book of Changes establishes a connection between the 
concepts “oral language cannot convey the ideas thoroughly” and “with 
images to express the ideas fully,” which suggest that ideas cannot diverge 
from the formal dimension and yet words remain subject to limitations. 

The scholar Wang Bi further examines the words, ideas and images. With 
Zhuangzi and Commentaries on the Book of Changes as its theoretical 
background, Wang Bi, in a sense, combines the debate on words and ideas with 
the debate on ideas and images, and illustrates the connection between words, 
ideas and images from a broader perspective, as follows:  

 
As to images, they are used to illustrate ideas; as to words, they are use to 
explain images. Nothing is able to illustrate ideas better than images; nothing 
is able to explain images better than words. Words spring from images, and 
therefore, images can be understood in words. Images spring from ideas, and 
therefore, ideas can be understood through images. Ideas are illustrated 
thoroughly by images while images are explained explicitly by words. In this 
sense, words aim at the manifestation of images and can be forgotten once 
images are obtained; images aim at the preservation of ideas and can be 
forgotten once ideas are obtained. Just as the following matters: snares are 
used to catch hares but will be forgotten once the hares have been caught; 
fishing-stakes are used to catch fish but will be forgotten once the fish has 
been caught. However, since words are the snares for images and images are 
the stakes for ideas, we will fail to obtain images when words are preserved 
and will fail to obtain ideas when images are preserved. Images spring from 
ideas—in this connection, when we say images should be preserved, it is not 
to preserve images themselves. Words spring from images — in this 
connection, when we say words should be preserved, it is not to preserve 
words themselves. On the contrary, we forget images so as to obtain ideas and 
forget words so as to obtain images. We wouldn’t obtain ideas unless we have 
forgotten images and we wouldn’t obtain images unless we have forgotten 
words. Therefore, images are established to illustrate ideas completely while 
images could be forgotten, and trigrams are doubled (into hexagrams) to 
express essences of things while trigrams could be forgotten. Any image, if it 
touches the idea in a similar way, can be the image of the idea. Any image, if 
it accords with the idea, can be the symbol of the idea (Cao 2006, Zhouyi 
Lüeli · Mingxiang). 
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“Ideas” are the source of “image” and are present in them, but images 
themselves are clarified through words. In contrast to Commentaries on the 
Book of Changes, the view that “nothing is able to illustrate ideas better than 
images; nothing is able to explain images better than words” definitively 
connects images with words. This connection between words, ideas, and 
images makes it possible that “images can be understood in words” and that 
“ideas can be understood through images.” Yet, from another perspective, the 
latter also manifests and expands the former. In this way, ideas are the 
foundation of images and images achieve clarity through words, while images 
are observed in virtue of words and ideas are grasped through images. Names 
and words, concepts (categories), and principles (ideas) are correlative and 
interact with each other. However, Wang Bi places an emphasis on the thesis 
that “we forget images so as to obtain ideas and forget words so as to obtain 
images,” i.e. “forgetting images” and “forgetting words” are considered as a 
presupposition to “obtain ideas” and “obtain images.” Thus, Wang Bi 
essentially makes distinctions between principles and concepts (categories), 
concepts (categories) and linguistic forms. Whether direct or indirect, these 
views display an imprint of the thought of Zhuangzi. Actually, Wang Bi’s 
using fishing-stakes and snares as metaphors of words and his claim, on the 
basis of the instrumentalization of words, that “words can be forgotten once 
images are obtained; images can be forgotten once ideas are obtained” all 
evidently come under the influence of Zhuangzi. Of course, Wang Bi seems to 
have further developed this point.  

3 

The debate on words and ideas indicates that, from a variety of aspects, ideas 
extend beyond the boundaries of words. For Zhuangzi, names and words not only 
exist outside of the realm of ideas, but are also contrary to the Dao. In fact, as 
mentioned above, in Zhuangzi’s opinion, names and words, in the first instance, 
function as tools for the “differentiation” and “distinction” of being, while the 
Dao, as a universal principle of being, is characterized by equality (齐, qi) and 
throughness (通, tong). The latter also leads to an inherent distance and tension 
between the Dao and words. Is it possible to grasp the Dao through names and 
words? Is there a means of non-general names and words by which the Dao can 
be grasped? Associated with consideration of the above issues, Zhuangzi engages 
in the debate over the relationship between Dao and words.  

As mentioned above, the Dao, beyond the particular or the individual, is 
universal by nature, and this character is embodied as “complete,” 
“all-encompassing,” and “universal” by Zhuangzi: “This is how the perfect Dao 
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is. Therefore it is called great. ‘Complete,’ ‘all-encompassing,’ and ‘universal’ 
are three different expressions but have one and the same meaning” (Liu 1980, 
Zhibeiyou). This universality determines that the “Dao” cannot be qualified by 
names and words, since “as the Dao has no partiality it has no name” (Ibid., 
Zeyang). In this way, Zhuangzi combines the Dao’s quality of existing beyond 
hearing and seeing with its transcendence beyond names and words: “The Dao 
cannot be heard; what can be heard is not the Dao. The Dao cannot be seen; what 
can be seen is not the Dao. The Dao cannot be described in words; what can be 
described in words is not the Dao. Do we know the formless which gives form to 
form? The Dao should not be named” (Ibid., Zhibeiyou). Hearing (闻, wen) and 
seeing (见, jian) indicates particular sensory stimuli, and likewise words describe 
that which “belong to the world of things.” Hence, in terms of the sensory objects 
and the particulars there is a correspondence between them. By contrast, the Dao 
dominates or restricts the particular things with forms (“gives form to form”), but 
the Dao itself is different from sensory forms (“formless”), and thus it cannot be 
given in “names” that refer to things with forms. The question and statement, 
“Do we know the formless, which gives form to form? The Dao should not be 
named,” strongly supports the aforementioned linkages. 

Discussion over whether “The Dao cannot be described in words” and “The 
Dao should not be named” presupposes the debate on the Dao and things. 
Logically, the description of the Dao involves the connection between 
“describable in words” and “indescribable in words.” When discussing the 
question of speech and that which is spoken, Zhuangzi states: 

 
Since all things and I are One, can there be any room for speech about them? 
But as I am saying that all things and I are One, how can speech not exist? 
One and speech count as two. These two and One make three. Going on from 
this, even the person most skillful in counting cannot reach the end, and how 
much less can the ordinary people! If by proceeding from non-being to being 
we arrive at three, how much further we would go if we started with being! 
Let us not proceed. Let us leave things to take their own course (Ibid., 
Qiwulun).  

 
“One” means the unity or wholeness of being. In Zhuangzi, to speak about the 

wholeness invariably leads to a logical paradox: once the wholeness is said, the 
connection between “speech” and “what is said” arises. On the one hand, 
“speech” is contrary to the wholeness of that which is said. On the other hand, 
this wholeness of that which is said has no means to express its own essence, and 
as a result it will never be completely whole. Logically, the above situation 
implies an infinite number of permutations. Wholeness represents “One;” this 
“One” plus speech is “two,” and the latter plus additional speech is “three,” ad 
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infinitum. This infinite series means that the wholeness itself is logically difficult 
to describe in words. In terms of the ultimate form, the unity or wholeness of 
being is embodied in the Dao. The inscrutability of the wholeness provides 
another angle from which it becomes clear that the Dao is not the object of 
speech. Once the Dao is said, it will necessarily lead to the demarcation of the 
unitary Dao, such that the statement “from the very beginning, the Dao has no 
boundary and speech has no fixed form. It is seeking for ‘right’ that there arose 
demarcations” indicates that the Dao is demarcated due to speech (“there arose 
demarcations”). 

In a similar sense, Zhuangzi distinguishes the Dao from the debate on right 
and wrong: “As the distinction between right and wrong was insisted upon, the 
Dao declined” (Ibid.). On the one hand, the debate on right and wrong applies 
names and words, and is based on the “determined mind” or opinion on the other. 
Each side of the argument frequently embarks upon an one-sided view and 
simply grasps a certain aspect of the Dao, affirming that which the speaker 
affirms and denying that which the speaker denies, as a result, “argumentation is 
a sign of not seeing clearly.” Such argumentation leads one towards more 
argumentation and directs one further away from the Dao. “The Dao that is 
displayed is not the Dao; argumentative words do not achieve their purpose” 
(Ibid.). Furthermore, in this way, “His doctrines were specious and inconsistent, 
and his words miss the mark” (Liu 1980, Tianxia), in other words, the holistic 
Dao will often be partial (“The Dao declined”). This is similar to the case of 
“playing the lute”: During the performance, it always plays a certain note over 
and again, and turns to another tone at times, and thus there is formation (成, 
cheng) and decline (亏, kui) as well. Contrary to this process, if the playing stops, 
there is no formation and decline: “That there is formation and decline is 
comparable to Zhao Wen’s playing the lute. That there is no formation and 
decline is comparable to Zhao Wen’s not playing the lute” (Liu 1980, Qiwulun). 
The so-called “no formation and decline” is on the verge of the sounds of nature. 
Just as the arrival at the sounds of nature presupposes abandonment of artificial 
performance, only by transcending the debate on right and wrong in words, can 
the holistic Dao be understood. 

As the unitary form of being, the Dao is contrary to “virtue,” and outside the 
domain of perpetual knowledge; meanwhile, the latter makes a demarcation of 
speech: “Therefore, when virtue is encompassed in the unity of the Dao and 
words end where knowledge can go no further, there is completion. The unity of 
the Dao transcends virtue, and what is beyond knowledge cannot be explained by 
reasoning” (Ibid., Xu Wugui). As a concrete prescription of the object world, 
“virtue” itself is based on the Dao, while speech (yan) is confined to the 
knowledge that “belongs to things;” “virtue” cannot reach the unity of the Dao. 
Thus, it is also difficult for speech to transcend the knowable domain. Here, the 
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distinction between the “Dao” and “virtue” corresponds to the debate on 
“speech” and “knowledge”: That “knowledge” stops at “the unity of the Dao” 
and that “speech” end “where knowledge can go no further” are two aspects of 
one and the same process. As mentioned above, according to Zhuangzi, “crude 
approximation” can be discussed in words, “fineness of things” can be reached in 
ideas, and “what cannot be described in words or reached in discerning ideas, 
this has nothing to do with what is crude or fine” (Ibid., Qiushui). This is to say 
that “this has nothing to do with what is crude or fine.” In other words, the Dao 
resides beyond “things.” It cannot be known (reached) in ideas, nor can it be 
denoted in words. 

Of course, Zhuangzi’s query about whether the Dao can be understood in 
words might also be questioned logically: if the Dao cannot be described through 
words, then why does Zhuangzi repeatedly take the Dao as its thesis? As a matter 
of fact, skeptics find it difficult to avoid such impugning of the overall thesis. 
The author of Zhuangzi seems to be aware of this point, however, as to the above 
criticism that might otherwise be confronted with logic, he responds with doubt 
and skepticism, “I have just now said something. But who knows whether what I 
have said really says something? Or really says nothing?” Significantly, whether 
the discussion of the Dao or the real form of being is really meaningful is 
difficult to determine. But in its ultimate sphere, Zhuangzi claims that “we can 
speak about it and speculate about it, but the more we speak the further we are 
removed from it” (Ibid., Zeyang). This standpoint uses yet another angle to 
deconstruct speech. 

The Dao’s transcendence of names and words also makes it difficult for it to 
become the object of argumentation: “The great Dao has no name. The great 
argument needs no words” (Ibid., Qiwulun). As mentioned above, in Zhuangzi, 
the refutation of the debate on right and wrong is intrinsically consistent with the 
affirmation of the Dao’s transcendence of names and words. It is based on the 
above presupposition that Zhuangzi introduced “silence”: “It is better to be silent 
than to debate about it. The Dao cannot be heard” (Ibid., Zhibeiyou). The 
aforementioned connection between the “Dao” and “silence” indicates that it is 
better to maintain silence on the unspeakable Dao. This statement is reminiscent 
of Wittgenstein: Wittgenstein treated what cannot be said with silence, which is 
seemingly in line with Zhuangzi’s aforementioned opinion. Of course, the 
so-called “unspeakable” of Wittgenstein means that which cannot be said in 
proposition. For him, the distinction between “speakable” and “unspeakable” 
embodies the tension between scientific knowledge and metaphysical ideas, but 
Zhuangzi mainly connects “speech” with the debate on right and wrong that is 
based on a “determined mind” and that displays the Dao’s transcendence of the 
external “things” and the existence of an internal “determined mind.”  

Of course, the supposition that the Dao cannot be “discussed in words” or 
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“reached in thought” does not mean that the Dao cannot be understood at all. In 
Zhuangzi’s opinion, by means of “the fasting of the mind,” “sitting and 
forgetting,” and intuition “with spirit,” men can understand the Dao to varying 
degrees. But it is difficult to acknowledge that the Dao is beyond names and 
words, while at the same time attempting to grasp the Dao: “To know the Dao is 
easy; not to say that you know it is difficult. To know it and not to speak of it is 
to be aligned with heaven; to know it and to speak of it is to show what is human. 
The ancients followed what is from heaven and not what is human” (Ibid., 
Lieyukou). Here, Zhuangzi combines the debate on names and the Dao with the 
debate on heaven and human, and what is beyond speech (“to know it and not to 
speak of it”) means to concurrently conform to “heaven” (align with heaven). For 
Zhuangzi, “heaven” represents a natural or true form of being, and accordingly 
such a unity of “not speaking” and “heaven” prescribes “not speaking” or 
“silence” as the natural or true form of the connection between names and the 
Dao. In the same sense, Zhuangzi holds that “those who know (the Dao) do not 
speak of it; those who speak of it do not know it” (Ibid., Zhibeiyou). Here what is 
called “speech” and “knowing” both concern the Dao, which stresses that to 
speak of the Dao means to be ignorant of (“not know”) it. 

No doubt, Zhuangzi’s above opinion coincides with Laozi. As a matter of fact, 
the saying “those who know (the Dao) do not speak of it; those who speak of it 
do not know it” (Ren 1959) originated from Laozi. From a broader perspective, 
regarding the connection between the Dao and names and words, Laozi makes a 
distinction between the Dao that can be discussed and the “eternal Dao”: “The 
Dao that can be talked about is not the external Dao” (Ibid.). That which “can be 
talked about” means to be talked about or expressed in colloquial and empirical 
words, while the “eternal Dao” is the Dao as the foundation of being or universal 
principle, which already affirms that the Dao has the characteristic of 
transcending names and words. The description of the Dao that follows confirms 
the separation of the Dao and names and words in an even more concrete manner: 
“We look at it but do not see it; we name it ‘the Equable.’ We listen to it but do 
not see it; we name it ‘the Inaudible.’ We try to grasp it but do not get hold of it; 
we name it ‘the Subtle.’ With these three qualities, it cannot be made the subject 
of description; and hence we blend them together and obtain the One. Its upper 
part is not bright, and its lower part is not obscure. Ceaseless in its action, it yet 
cannot be named” (Ibid.). Based on the above presupposition, Laozi uses “no 
name” to denote the Dao: “The Dao, considered as unchanging, has no name,” 
“the greatest form has no shape,” and “the Dao is obscure and without name.” 
What is related to “no name” is a separation from speech, which is shown in the 
so-called “much speech to swift exhaustion, not so good as to keep your inner 
being guard,” and “to speak sparingly is the natural course” (Ibid.) and so on. 
Zhuangzi’s assertion that the Dao cannot be understood in words seems to 
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originate from this understanding. Theoretically, the words in the empirical 
domain often point to specific objects, and yet the Dao, as the metaphysical 
principle instead reveals the unity and infinity of being. Therefore, to denote 
empirical objects with words certainly cannot be simply utilized to understand 
the metaphysics. Like Laozi, although Zhuangzi observes the above difference, 
the following analysis demonstrates that the supposition that Zhuangzi considers 
the Dao and words as two incompatible entities is also subject to debate.  

As mentioned above, for Zhuangzi, the certainty of names and words signifies 
a demarcation (differentiation and distinction) of the world, while the Dao’s 
transcendence of “things” represents the unity of being. Corresponding to the 
distinction between names and words and the Dao, Zhuangzi pursues the 
separation of being to a unity of being, with the latter adhering to “the equality of 
all things” (齐物，qi wu). Logically speaking, the limitations embedded in names 
and words determine the consistency of returning to the unitary form of being. 
The specifics of this relationship are elucidated in the discussion that follows: 

 
To take a mark to show that a mark is not a mark is not so good as to take 
what is not a mark to show that it is not a mark. To take a horse to illustrate 
that a horse is not a horse is not as good as to take what is not a horse to show 
that horse is not a horse. Everything in the world may be approached as a 
mark or a horse. (A thing seems to be so when say that it is so; it does not 
when we say it is not) (Liu 1980, Qiwulun).  

 
“Zhi 指,” originally denoting a finger, is explicated as referring to a thing with 

a finger. In its latter form, the meaning of “zhi” often approximates a general 
name or concept through further abstraction. In On Signifying and Things 
(zhiwulun), Gongsun Long points out: “Every thing can be the signified, while 
the signifier is not the signified. Without the signifier under the heaven, no thing 
can be called as a thing.” In this phrase, the signifier (zhi) implies name and 
conception. Regarding the relation of a name to a real existence, the thesis that 
“Every thing can be the signified” not only means that “a thing” always 
corresponds to a name or concept to which it refers, but also indicates that the 
name or concept also takes the “thing” as its signifying object. Yet, the phrase 
“while the signifier is not the signified” means that a name or concept itself does 
not take another concept as its signifying object. From a logical perspective, what 
the above views emphasize is the demarcation and distinction between names or 
concepts (the signifier) and the objects (a thing). A “thing” is signified by a name 
or concept (the signifier), but the name or concept itself is not the signified object 
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(it cannot be signified by another “signifier,” therefore it is “non-signifying”).6 It 
is highly likely that the aforementioned discussion about “the signifier” and 
“non-signifying (fei zhi)” presupposes affirmation of the certainty of concepts 
and is mainly demonstrated in conceptual clarification. Logically, the views 
above apparently constitute the theoretical background of Zhuangzi’s thesis of 
“To take a mark to show that a mark is not a mark.”7 In contrast with Gongsun 
Long’s emphasis on the function of the concept and his adherence to the 
distinction between concept and object, Zhuangzi deems that it is preferable to 
suspend the numerous “names and words” or concepts than to point out that 
“names and words” or concepts are different from the signified objects by means 
of conceptual clarification. The work, thereby, eventually eliminates the 
distinction between “the signifier” (names and words, concepts) and “the 
signified” (objects). In other words, “To take a mark to show that a mark is not a 
mark is not so good as to take what is not a mark to show that it is not a mark.” 
Similarly, while Zhuangzi uses the example of the “horse” to illustrate that the 
concept of “horse” is different from the horse itself, the work is nonetheless 
unable to negate the concept of “horse” or to clear up the antagonism between 
the two entities. Only once the diversified “names” and concepts are clarified, 
can we return to the “One”: The main point of the phrase “Everything in the 
world may be approached as a mark or a horse” posits the “One” without 
distinction, by clearing up the numerous and complicated “signifiers” and 
transcending the antagonism of the signifier and the signified. The latter 
discloses Zhuangzi’s ontological assertion that “all things become One whence 
the Dao is through,” disclosing the relationship of the “signifier” to the signified. 

With a signifier to denote a thing, the signifier and the thing always maintain a 
definite correspondence, which in reverse also conterminously discloses 
circumscription between “the signifier” and the signified. Yet, general names and 
words present a difficulty of casting off such limits. To achieve elucidation, the 
“signifier,” first and foremost, aims to transcend such a definite demarcation. 
How is it possible to transcend limitations of general names and words? Similar 
to Laozi’s transcending the speakable, Dao with “words that are strictly true 
                                           
6 In the thesis that “Every thing can be the signified,” “thing” is the signified object of the 
“signifier” and cannot be replaced by the “signifier.” This is because if “every signifier can be 
the signified,” then the former “signifier” will become the signified object. However, for 
Gongsun Long, “signifiers” can denote “things” but the “signifiers” themselves cannot be the 
signified objects. For example, the concept “horse” (“signifier”) takes horses as the signified 
objects, but the concept “horse” itself cannot be the signified object in the above reference. It 
was in this sense that Gongsun Long emphasized that “the signifier cannot be the signified.” 
7 When Zhang Taiyan explained the above thesis of Zhuangzi, he pointed out that “The thesis 
of signifying horses aimed to attack the doctrine of Gongsun Long” (Chen 2004). This view 
seems to observe the connection between Zhuangzi and Gongsun Long’s On Signifying and 
Things. 
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seem to be contrary” (zheng yan ruo fan), Zhuangzi also tries to reveal a way to 
“reach” (express) the Dao, which is divergent from daily speech. In Zhuangzi’s 
opinion, besides the general names and words that embody the certainty and 
circumscription of “the signifier,” there are “words that flow daily as from a cup” 
(卮言, zhi yan). Thus, Zhuangzi resorts to “words with layers of meaning.” As to 
the characteristic of the “words that flow on daily as from a cup,” Zhuangzi 
makes the following observation:  

 
Words flow daily as from a cup and are brought into harmony by heaven-like 
element in our nature to reach into an unlimited realm throughout our life. 
When there are no words, there is agreement. This agreement is not 
determined by words; words do not coincide completely with this agreement. 
Hence, it is said, “Let there be no words.” Speech does not require words. 
One can speak all his life and not arrive at the right words; one may not have 
spoken all his life but have the right words. There is that which makes a thing 
possible and that which makes it impossible. There is that which makes things 
right and that which makes it wrong. How is a thing right? It is right because 
it is right. How is a thing wrong? It is wrong because it is wrong. How is a 
thing possible? It is possible because it is so. How is a thing not possible? It is 
not possible because it is not possible. Things have within them what makes 
them right and what makes them possible. There is nothing that does not have 
its conditions for being right, nothing that does not have its conditions for 
being possible. But without the words that flow daily as from a cup and our 
nature being aligned with heaven, what could be made of these characteristics? 
All things are divided into various genera and develop successively into 
distinct physical forms. They begin and end in an unbroken circle; but how 
this occurs, we cannot fathom. This is called the balance of nature; the 
balance of heaven is the heavenly element in our nature (Ibid., Yuyan). 

 
“Zhi 卮” is a wine vessel, according to the comments of Guo Xiang, “For a 

wine vessel, it will be turned into a state of leaning if it is full of wine; and it will 
keep upright when it is empty,this is because it is not clinging to any state. 
Paradoxically, words change themselves in accordance with the change of things 
and hence just follow the change of things. In this sense, we can say that words 
renew themselves everyday” (Wang 1900). In other words, to put wine in the cup, 
when it’s full, the wine will pour out from it; when there is a little wine in it, we 
can add more into it; and when it’s empty, we can infuse some in it again; there 
is no fixed procedure. Similarly, the words that flow as from a cup are also 
characteristic of flowing and mutability, without any determinate correspondence 
with the objects, and can flow like water to reach into an unlimited realm. 
Compared with the certainty and limit of “the signifier,” the words that flow as 
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from a cup instead take on the character of flowing, without limit and without a 
pattern. Seeing that they have no determinate signifiers and go beyond the 
differences and distinctions (“being brought into harmony by heaven-like 
element in our nature to reach into an unlimited realm”), the words that flow as 
from a cup are also considered as “non-words” (including not to make any 
concrete judgment). The signifiers and words  imply the distinctions between 
the signifier and the signified, speech and what is said. In contrast, “when there 
are no words, there is agreement”: The words that flow as from a cup have 
already eliminated the above distinctions, suggesting that “speech does not 
require words,” so they can transcend the differences between “things” and clear 
up the distinctions between possibility and impossibility, right and wrong, and 
thus reach an agreement (齐，qi) in a dual sense. Actually, in Zhuangzi, the words 
that flow daily as from a cup are intrinsically consistent with the so-called 
“identical with all things” and “not disputing right and wrong”: “He resorted to 
words with layers of meaning, significant quotations to support the truth and 
extensive illustrations to enhance its meaning. He went alone with the spirit of 
heaven and earth while never exhausted himself above all things. He did not 
dispute right and wrong but sought to live peacefully with the prevalent views” 
(Liu 1980, Tianxia 天下). As the existential form of things, that “they begin and 
end in an unbroken circle; but how this occurs, we cannot fathom” can be 
regarded as a vivid description of the view of “all things are equally regarded,” 
while the so-called “heavenly element in our nature” and “the balance of nature” 
imply the natural form of the Dao that is a token of “no distinction between 
things” (undiscriminating) and “the equality of right and wrong.” In Zhuangzi’s 
opinion, only by replacing “the signifiers” (names and words with limits) with 
the words that flow as from a cup, can one disclose the realm of being in which 
all things through the Dao become One, while transcending the debate on right 
and wrong in the conceptual domain and understanding the metaphysical Dao. 

It is evident in Zhuangzi that the examination of names and words correlates 
with ontologically transcending the differentiations of being with equality and 
throughness. In the debate on the name and the reality, the phrase “they conferred 
names in accordance with reality” emphasizes the roles of names and words in 
the differentiation and distinction of “things.” The thesis that “when the ideas are 
understood, men forget the words” displays the distance and tension between 
words and ideas; while the debate on speech and the Dao further places an 
emphasis on the Dao’s transcendent speech by giving prominence to the limit of 
speech. In terms of “obtaining” (knowing or understanding) the Dao, Zhuangzi 
assumes the destruction of the conceptual world by “the fasting of the mind” and 
“sitting and forgetting” as a precondition to understand the Dao. But this process 
of deconstruction also involved names and words. Yet, regarding its expression 
(达, da), the Dao cannot be talked about and should not be named. In this way, 
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whether concerning “obtaining” or its “expression,” the Dao always exceeds 
confinement by the form of names and words.  

Names and words not only indicate empirical objects, but also concern the 
metaphysical Dao. To signify a thing with a name is to describe a particular 
object. In contrast, to understand the Dao in words is to grasp the world wholly. 
This is to say that the former displays a certain aspect or level of being, while the 
latter discloses and elucidates the unity of being. As mentioned above, names and 
words not only have a relatively determinate aspect, but also are in the process of 
interrelation and dialectical transformation. As such, they not only point at the 
particular objects, but also imply concrete and diverse prescriptions. This 
dialectic characteristic of names and words makes them possible to transcend 
limits and eventually to grasp the world’s principles of unity and development. 
Zhuangzi holds that a name can signify a thing (names and words can signify the 
particular objects), i.e. he gave a positive answer on the question of whether it is 
possible to grasp the empirical objects through names and words. In view of this 
connection, it is difficult to relegate Zhuangzi to complete skepticism or 
relativism. However, as to the connection between names and the metaphysical 
Dao, Zhuangzi emphatically stresses the distance between them, and thus 
demonstrates a skeptical stance. On the debate on words and ideas, Zhuangzi 
shows insight into the connection between mind and language, but the thesis of 
“when ideas are understood, men forget words” leads to a logical separation 
between words and ideas. Meanwhile, the claim that the words that flow as from 
a cup observes that the solidification of concepts ought to be transcended, and 
moreover shows an inclination to endow words with a characteristic of process. 
However, the deconstruction of conceptual certainty undoubtedly easily violates 
the treatise that “the name is consistent with the reality.” The clarification of 
connections between the name and the reality, and between words and ideas is 
intrinsically mingled with a concern about language and logic, and the latter 
makes it different from a unilaterally “poetic” approach. The unity of words that 
flow as from a cup and “non-words,” in concert with the “non-signifying,” 
further makes it difficult to get a proper orientation for the logical meaning of 
names and words. Zhuangzi’s aforementioned approach in the domain of names 
and words discloses both its multiple theoretical perspectives and its overall 
complexity.                    
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