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Contending Views on Political Theories in the Zhuangzi

Abstract

Is there to be found a political philosophy in the Zhuangzi? Different
angles of interpretation deliver different answers to this question. According
to the Song dynasty reformer Wang An-Shi (1021-1086) Zhuangzi laid open

“the shortcomings of the age” and himself knew clearly how to correct
them. Thus he attacked the fake confucians of his time in order to establish
true confucianism. Before Wang An-Shi the Tang dynasty thinker Han Yu
(768-824) already had classified Zhuangzi as a confucian. But when we
look at the Zhuangzi itself this view seems to be incompatible with the idea
of permanent and inescapable change in the book. Thus a number of
scholars attack Zhuangzi on this count. To name only three of them: Xunzi
claims that Zhuangzi lacks an understanding for human affairs, Zhu Xi
thinks that Zhuangzi fails to do anything at all and Feng Youlan describes
Zhuangzi as someone who retreats from society. This paper looks at the
cosmology of the Zhuangzi and its implication for the human existence to
come to the conclusion that the political realm is not of major concern for
the Zhuangzi. The paper is divided into three parts: The first part treats the
cosmology in the Zhuangzi, the second part discusses the interpretation of
political ideas in the Zhuangzi by the Chinese tradition, in the third part the
main concern of Zhuangzi's philosophy and its relationship to the political
realm are treated.
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