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In Letter 63, Seneca counsels Lucilius against grief for lost friends.  In the course of his argument, Seneca notably cites himself as a negative example, observing that he too grieved when his friend, Annaeus Serenus, died.  Surveying his grief in retrospect, Seneca upbraids himself. “[I]n spite of my wishes,” he declares, “I must be included among the examples of men who have been overcome by grief” (Seneca 1917: LXIII.14).  From the perspective afforded him by the passage of time and reflection, he concludes, “I condemn this act of mine.”  


Seneca ascribes his grief to a lapse in judgment.  This lapse most immediately issues from circumstantial features of the friendship.  Annaeus Serenus was much younger than Seneca.  Moreover, while Seneca does not allude to his own health here, we know that he was, for much of his life, frail.  It thus seems unsurprising that Seneca did not anticipate his friend’s dying first.  While such a failure to conceive that which is improbable but nonetheless possible is surely common, it is not, Seneca realizes, prudential.  For we know that, despite our expectations and desires, it is not “as if the Fates kept to the order of our ages!” (Seneca 1917: LXIII.14).  Thus Seneca locates the proximate cause of his grief in a kind of oversight:  he knew that death refuses restrictions of age and health, but he neglected to apply the significance of this general knowledge in the particular case of his friendship.  We can, he concludes, only fault ourselves for our complacency and blindness when that which can happen does.


While Seneca’s complacency goes some distance to explain the regret he now attaches to his grief, his self-criticism is ultimately rooted in a failure deeper than this.  There are, that is, broader commitments in play here, commitments that reside at the center of Seneca’s self-conception as a Stoic and his understanding of what is required to live well.  As a Stoic, Seneca cannot conceive death as an injustice or injury.  It is, rather, a vital element in the operations of the universe, required to sustain a pervasive harmony in the workings of things.  The task of the human being who wishes to share in this harmony and thereby secure a flourishing life is to achieve a facility in adapting to events as they present themselves.  The Stoic sage adapts as circumstances demand, possessed of an emotional freedom that guards him against receiving “undesirable” shifts as blows that rupture his well-being and equanimity.  To grieve is to resist such shifts, a form of self-injury that can neither effect relief from pain nor alter the event that stimulated it.  In grieving, then, Seneca is not merely seduced into complacency by a probability, he displays a more global failure.  He shows himself to be, at a moment of extremity, unmoved and unregulated by the truths he elsewhere attests and by which he seeks to govern his life.  


It is not my purpose here to parse the particulars of Seneca’s position, but to present his reflections on his grief as illustrative of a more general point.  Where we assent to the view that death deals us no injury in taking our friends and where, moreover, we conceive human flourishing to require skillful adaptation to changes in circumstance, grief appears an inapt response.  In short, Seneca’s self-criticism on this score seems right.  He does, on his own terms, have something to regret.  We may incline to a greater generosity than Seneca shows himself –  we may pity rather than condemn his weakness – but this is merely to grant that his failure is one we sympathetically understand.  It is nonetheless a failure.  Consistency seems to demand such a judgment.  If death is no injury, grief is unwarranted and Seneca is right to be disappointed in himself.  To introduce an essay on Zhuangzi 莊 子  with a discussion of Seneca is perhaps an odd beginning.  However, Seneca’s self-assessment corresponds, I believe, to intuitions we have about what a position such as his requires.  These intuitions are, I argue, violated by Zhuangzi in a significantly parallel case.  


A broadstrokes depiction of Zhuangzi’s philosophical commitments displays important affinities with Seneca’s.  Like Seneca, Zhuangzi avers that death, far from being an evil, is a constituent in a global harmony that sustains the natural world, life and death operating as a “single strand” (Graham: 79, 5).
  The Daoist sage manifests this harmony in his own person by adapting willingly and cheerfully to shifting circumstances.  Indeed, Zhuangzi avers these commitments more forcefully than Seneca.  What in Seneca’s writing appears a struggle with mortality incompletely mastered, his reflections voiced with severity and gravity, appears in Zhuangzi as a problem so mastered that it can be expressed with levity and even joy.  If Seneca is correct in claiming that death is a problem more clever to have scorned than solved (Seneca 1917: XLIX.6), then Zhuangzi’s humor would seem to indicate a remarkable success.  Nevertheless, when Zhuangzi, like Seneca, suffers loss, he too responds with grief.  He too suggests that a subsequently achieved perspective draws him away from counting grief warranted.  He does not, however, repudiate his initial sorrow nor indeed does he express any regret in having responded thus.  He appears, that is, to deny our intuitions that, given his commitments, his sorrow should be counted a failure.  

What I wish to explore in this essay is whether there is a plausible account we can offer that both maintains the integrity of Zhuangzi’s “single strand” and renders it consistent with the grief he suffers.  Why should Zhuangzi, or we as his readers, not experience some disappointment in his personal response to loss?  If, as I suspect, Zhuangzi’s grief is not merely excusable, but important, we will have gained considerable insight into the emotional range sanctioned and made possible by Zhuangzi’s Daoism.  Much is made of the lessons implicit in Zhuangzi’s remarkable humor.  What can we learn from his sorrow?  

Before examining Zhuangzi’s grief, it is necessary to address briefly my manner of approaching the text in what follows.  The Zhuangzi is of course not the work of a single author.  While the Inner Chapters are widely believed to be the work of a single author, the origins of the Outer Chapters are largely unknown.  The passages I here address are drawn from both sections of the text and yet my analysis may be understood, in some measure, to elide this distinction, to speak to a “Zhuangzi” more unified than the mixed origins of the text can sustain.  However, while the historical Zhuangzi is beyond our reach, I here seek to address the dramatic persona who so vividly emerges from the text’s discussions of mortality, who operates as a compelling protagonist in an extended and sustained reflection on death and loss.  Despite their mixed origins, the passages regarding death upon which I draw display a sufficient affinity in their vision to warrant treating them together in just this way.  Unlike more conceptually problematic sections of the Outer Chapters, the outer passages regarding death exhibit a sensibility and describe a “Zhuangzi” at home in the atmosphere of the Inner Chapters.  In adopting this method, it should be observed, I follow the approach implicit in a formidable body of scholarship on the Zhuangzi’s vision of mortality.
  I thus follow the methodological precedent of others, though I resist some of their conclusions.  While we cannot be assured that the stories about Zhuangzi’s grief are more than apocryphal, the protagonist they offer has something important to teach us.

Zhuangzi’s grief is occasioned by the death of his wife.  I here quote the passage in its entirety.

When Zhuangzi’s wife died, Hui Shi came to condole.  As for Zhuangzi, he was squatting with his knees out, drumming on a pot and singing.  

“When you have lived with someone,” said Hui Shi, “and brought up children, and grown old together, to refuse to bewail her death would be bad enough, but to drum on a pot and sing – could there be anything more shameful?”

“Not so.  When she first died, do you suppose that I was able not to feel the loss?  I peered back into her beginnings; there was a time before there was a life.  Not only was there no life, there was at time before there was a shape.  Not only was there no shape, there was a time before there was energy.  Mingled together in the amorphous, something altered, and there was the energy;  by the alteration in the energy there was the shape, by alteration of the shape there was the life.  Now once more altered she has gone over to death.  This is to be companion with spring and autumn, summer and winter, in the procession of the four seasons.  When someone was about to lie down and sleep in the greatest of mansions, I with my sobbing knew no better than to bewail her.  The thought came to me that I was being uncomprehending towards destiny, so I stopped.” (Graham: 123-124, 18)


In his response to Huizi 惠 子, Zhuangzi offers a rather fulsome account of the reflections that informed the cessation of his grief and his subsequent rejection of mourning.  He places his wife’s death in the enlarged context of natural transformations.  His wife, he suggests, evidenced in microcosm the macrocosmic processes by which the world is governed.  Zhuangzi indicates, moreover, that death and life are designations of convenience, that the “alterations” to which they refer are not discrete events but ongoing, persistent processes to which all things are subject.  Indeed, as Roger Ames observes, for Zhuangzi “death is equated with the process of transformation itself” (Ames: 65).  Yet the argument Zhuangzi offers Huizi for stopping his grief does not apparently extend to Zhuangzi’s initial response.  He does not, that is, seem to judge these reflections to have any significant bearing on his earlier conduct.  He responds to the question of why he does not now grieve but displays no cognizance that his answer generates the question of why he ever did.  Indeed, he seems to suggest that his earlier grief was but an ordinary and predictable response:  in this he behaves merely as most other do.

The Norm of Nature

Zhuangzi accounts for his grief with a rhetorical question – “do you suppose that I was able not to feel the loss?” – that suggests that his grief is unexceptional and its origins obvious.  Yet he denies what Huizi presumably judges to be equally obvious, that loss necessitates a sorrow of greater duration.  Implicit in this is a distinction of some importance.  The norm to which Huizi gives voice is a distinctively social norm, his expectations oriented toward the behavior more typical of recent widowers.  Zhuangzi’s conduct is in gross violation of these standards of decorum and it is to these that Huizi seeks to recall him.
  Indeed, Huizi even seems to suggest that the simulation of appropriate feeling would be preferable to Zhuangzi’s flamboyant disregard of such norms.  Zhuangzi clearly denies that this norm should exercise an influence over his feelings and comportment, a posture reinforced throughout the text where Zhuangzi’s skepticism of the worth of social norms is both pervasive and acute.  In his grief, Zhuangzi apparently answers to a different species of demand.  


That Zhuangzi’s grief issues from a natural impulse is indicated by the manner in which he characterizes it and its subsequent cessation.  Zhuangzi suggests that sorrow came upon him unbidden, that it was an involuntary reaction.  It does not, that is, originate in any self-conscious adoption of an appropriate mien, but issues from some more basic or primitive source.  Zhuangzi was simply unable “not to feel the loss.”  In this, Zhuangzi appears much like the baby pigs he describes as instinctively fleeing from their mother when they apprehend the fact of her death (Graham: 80, 5).  The pigs exhibit a pre-reflective impulse, a response to pain that is untutored and immediate.  Zhuangzi’s sorrow is similarly immediate, his response prior to any reflective evaluation of his loss and its larger meaning and significance.  Notably, where reflection does enter into Zhuangzi’s account of himself, it features as the impetus to grief’s end.  Conceptualizing the meaning of his loss entails relinquishing the sorrow it generated.  In his grief, then, Zhuangzi appears to answer a norm of nature.


To parse Zhuangzi’s response to his wife’s death in this fashion is to locate its logic in its sequence.  What begins in a giving way to natural impulse in turn gives way to the wisdom afforded by reflection.  Zhuangzi accepts the norm of nature – emotion that is visited upon him by events and his own constitution as a creature who cares for another.  He rejects the norm of society – emotion that must be actively cultivated and sustained through reflection that reifies loss as an injury.  In Seneca’s idiom, we might say that such is the difference between permitting and commanding oneself to grieve (Seneca, 1996: ix.3).  The lesson of this passage appears to reside in just this distinction.  Zhuangzi avers here, as elsewhere, the need to cast off social forms and values in favor of what Ames describes as the “real comfort and indeed a religious awe in the recognition that assuming the form of one kind of thing gives way to becoming another in a ceaseless adventure” (Ames: 66).  The passage appears to show, in short, that the grief practices of Zhuangzi’s day inhibit the free acceptance of mortality and thereby the flourishing of the human being.
  Zhuangzi’s grief, because it is spontaneous, natural, and quickly abandoned, occasions no regret.  


That regret for following a natural impulse is unwarranted is additionally buttressed when we consider Zhuangzi’s understanding of the provisions made by nature for human well-being.  For underlying Zhuangzi’s general aversion to social convention is the conviction that nature well-provides for human flourishing.  As Philip J. Ivanhoe explains, the Daoists endorse cultivating natural and spontaneous tendencies because these both preserve us from harm and promote satisfactions that are otherwise unavailable:  where “Nature acts through one, one feels a profound sense of ease, security, confidence, and peace” (Ivanhoe (forthcoming): 7).  Where we remove obstacles erected through a socialization that alienates us from our natural promptings and allow our basic impulses to operate unimpeded, we evade the striving and wrangling generated by artificial and wrong-headed desires.  The desires we do experience are characterized by a modesty that readily finds fulfillment and precludes the need for anxious and frenetic striving.  Thus, insofar as Zhuangzi’s grief issues from natural impulse, it is presumed to issue from that which globally guards us from harm and works toward our general benefit.


While I think this account of Zhuangzi’s grief is in some measure appealing, there is yet a problem that it does not successfully answer.  The core problem attaching to Zhuangzi’s grief is that, however brief and spontaneous it may be, it requires the judgment that death is a disvalue.  All grief requires some form of this judgment, be it framed generally or more particularly oriented around a circumstance.  I may, that is, grieve from the conviction that death itself is a disvalue or I may grieve from the more particular stance that this death is a disvalue. Moreover, where I locate a local disvalue in a particular death, I may do so in apprehension of what I judge the dead to be denied, such as a full span of life, or of what I as a survivor suffer in having lost my companion. 
  Such judgments may be tacitly made, never rising to the level of conscious understanding, but there can be no grief where death is not negatively valued.  


Where we allow that a necessary condition for grief is a judgment that death is a disvalue, the appeal to natural inclination becomes significantly more complex.  For if nature inclines us toward sorrow at our losses, Zhuangzi must sanction the view that death will, by nature’s own lights, present itself to us as a violation of what we value.  We may condition and temper this claim – by noting, for example, the brevity of the natural impulse to sorrow or by emphasizing its quick replacement by an enlarged perspective that well tolerates loss.  Nonetheless, the economy and simplicity of this explanation of Zhuangzi’s grief is lost.  He is perhaps moved by spontaneous and natural impulse, but here nature’s impulse seems a formula for experiencing the “adventure” of transformation in the form of a careering emotional life.  Nature pulls in opposing directions, toward grief and, if Zhuangzi’s abandonment of sorrow is also counted natural, toward cheerful aplomb and acceptance.  This problem is considerably amplified when we consider Zhuangzi’s grief in the context of his other discussions of death.  For while Zhuangzi gives way to grief, he also lauds and celebrates those who do not.  Zhuangzi, that is, not only considers it possible to forego grief, he praises it.

The Sagely Models

In one of Zhuangzi’s most playful discussions of death, we encounter four men – Masters Si, Yu, Li, and Lai – who are joined in friendship by the shared ability “to think of nothingness as the head, of life as the spine, of death as the rump” (Graham: 87, 6).  This ability manifests in the friends’ encountering even deforming illness with abundant good cheer.  Death appears to them not as a horror or tragedy but an embarkation point from which additional transformations become possible.  When Master Lai is ill and death approaching, his family gathers around him weeping and wailing.  When his friend, Master Li, arrives and encounters this scene, he swiftly responds, scolding, “Shoo!  Out of the way!  Don’t startle him while he transforms.”  Having thus dispensed with this anticipatory grief, Lai and Li revel in an enjoyment of what may come:  will Lai become a rat’s liver?  A fly’s leg?  They find joy in a shared accord with what nature provides.  Notably, in this accord, grief has no place.  Indeed, it features as an impediment to the free exercise and pleasure of shared understanding.  In this scene, and a similar one concerning Masters Lu and Si, Zhuangzi depicts the sagely friends as entirely liberated from any impulse to grieve.  Despite what are clearly dramatic infirmities, the friends tread the path of natural alterations without breaking stride.


In another passage, Zhuangzi depicts Confucius (Kongzi 孔 子) and Yan Hui 顏  回  conversing about Mengsun Cai, a man who, in Yan Hui’s description, “wailed when his mother died but did not shed a tear, in his inward heart he did not suffer, conducting the funeral he did not grieve” (Graham: 90, 6).  Yan Hui faults Mengsun Cai for this and expresses puzzlement that, despite such obvious failings in feeling, Mengsun Cai is revered as a model of appropriate mourning.  Confucius counters Yan Hui’s criticism and lauds Mengsun Cai as one who has apprehended “the whole secret,” for he experiences “convulsions of the body without damage to the heart” and simply wails when others do.  Mengsun Cai is rightly revered, Confucius suggests, because having abandoned himself to the transformations that comprise his experience,  he can, in effect, go along with the demands of social propriety, wailing along with others while retaining the emotional freedom and equilibrium vouchsafed by an unclinging enjoyment of the transformation of things.  While Zhuangzi here suggests there may be some purpose served in the appearance of grief, it is notably only an appearance and Mengsun Cai is laudable precisely because it does not reach his “inward heart.”  


The behavior of these figures and Zhuangzi’s admiration of them renders Zhuangzi’s apparent acceptance of his own grief more problematic.  While these cases diverge in some of their particulars,
 they demonstrate the possibility of a seamless response to loss in which equanimity is unfractured by any hesitation or sorrow.  That is, if there is a natural impulse to grieve, it is an impulse that need not, and indeed perhaps should not, be indulged.   Moreover, it is clear that Zhuangzi judges the achievement of these individuals to be the product of training, or cultivation.  Theirs are not spontaneous responses, if by this we mean to indicate unlearned or primitive responses.  Mengsun Cai and the four friends have acquired the ability to manage mortality and respond as they do. 

That Mengsun Cai and the four friends appear to have overcome the natural promptings that apparently generate Zhuangzi’s grief requires that we reconsider and refine the posture toward nature advocated by Zhuangzi.  While it is possible that the stance adopted by these figures is unnatural, I think it unlikely that this is what Zhuangzi intends, and certainly not in any strong sense.  They clearly do not, in Zhuangzi’s estimation, violate the dictates of nature in responding as they do.  Instead, it appears that insofar as Zhuangzi recommends that we act in accordance with nature’s promptings, there are two distinct understandings of nature, or nature’s dictates, available to us.  First is what we might deem a local or particular notion of nature.  In this sense, to act naturally is to act in accord with my nature, to behave spontaneously as the kind of creature that I am.  The baby pigs and Zhuangzi himself appear to illustrate this.  They operate as creatures capable of particular forms of attachment and these capacities in turn render them vulnerable to sorrow at the loss of the object of attachment.  My nature, that is, may indeed dictate that particular deaths are a disvalue to me and constitute genuine loss that warrants sorrow.   In contrast, Mengsun Cai and the four friends appear to accord with a distinctively non-local, globalized nature, the macrocosmic processes that govern the wider world.  They abjure the local for what might be called an “overflight” of understanding,
 a perspective on events achieved through apprehension of nature writ large, their own particular conditions refracted through the lens of wider necessities.  One may feel the pull of sorrow when another dies, but to yield to this pull is to cling to that which afforded pleasure at the cost of losing the broader comfort of being at home in the wider world.  Unlike according with a localized conception of nature, however, theirs is a posture that apparently requires cultivation to develop.  One must actively frame experience in understanding.


If something like this account is an accurate representation of what Zhuangzi understands Mengsun Cai and the four friends to have accomplished, we may revisit Zhuangzi’s grief with fresh eyes.  It is unsatisfying to accept Zhuangzi’s grief as merely natural and dismiss his want of regret on this score.  For Zhuangzi himself assigns some priority to not heeding this particular natural impulse and appears to recognize a higher order accord with nature that would preclude even briefly counting death a disvalue and thus exclude grief.  How, then, do we account for Zhuangzi’s grief?  Why does he fail to exhibit the equanimity he elsewhere prizes or, having failed, why does he not rue this apparent weakness?

Grief and Self-Understanding

One possibility is that Zhuangzi’s grief occurs at an early stage in his own development.
  On such a reading, Zhuangzi grieves because he has not yet learned to do otherwise and lacks the insights that inform the passages concerning Mengsun Cai and the four friends.  The text clearly does portray Zhuangzi as inhabiting various “stages” of intellectual development and we do on occasion encounter Zhuangzi occupying the posture of a learner.  However, this view requires that we read Zhuangzi not only as a learner, but a slow learner.  For there are at least three occasions in which Zhuangzi would plausibly appear to be receiving instruction and gaining insight into the nature of death.  He learns upon the death of his wife to abandon grief, yet when he later encounters Huizi’s grave, again his mood lacks the clean cheer of the four friends.  He is, rather, pensive, noting with some melancholy that the loss of Huizi has left him with “no one with whom to talk about things” (Graham: 124, 24).  More dramatically, Zhuangzi is schooled in death by a skull he encounters on his way to Chu (Graham: 124-125, 18).  The skull challenges Zhuangzi’s unthinking pity of it and casts doubt on which of them is truly better off, an inversion of commonsensical assumptions that Zhuangzi himself clearly adopts and repeats.  Taken singly, these encounters with death and loss can appear epiphantic, occasions in which experience discloses some heretofore undiscerned vista of understanding.  Taken together, however, these events render it unlikely that it is only an early stage Zhuangzi who can suffer grief in bereavement.  

A related possibility is that Zhuangzi’s grief is evidence of akrasia, a loss of self-command that renders Zhuangzi unable to apply in his immediate circumstances what he otherwise believes and knows.  This is Seneca’s reading of his own grief.  To apply it in Zhuangzi’s case is to understand Mengsun Cai and the four friends as ideals that Zhuangzi endorses and would emulate, his inability to do so in the circumstance of his wife’s death issuing from some gap between understanding and proper action.  Unlike the learner model, here the failure owes not to ignorance, but to the inability to make experience yield and behavior conform to what one understands to be true.  It thus better accommodates repetitive failures.  For such may indicate persistent “blind spots” in the individual’s application of her life-governing values or may demonstrate that some commitments are exceptionally difficult to enact in practice.  If something like this is operating in Zhuangzi’s grief, it allows us to characterize his deliberate cessation of weeping not as the product of a revelation, but as recollection.  He weeps no more because he has recalled himself to what he knows, his initial grief issuing from a temporary lack of self-command.


What an ascription of Zhuangzi’s grief to akrasia cannot explain is Zhuangzi’s apparent lack of regret at having grieved.  If Zhuangzi has indeed briefly lost sight of his own convictions or lost the will to enforce those convictions, it seems reasonable to expect some indication of this when he retrospectively surveys his conduct in conversation with Huizi.  Indeed, given his tendency to goad Huizi, a repudiation of all grief would well fit the contours of the relationship that obtains between these two friends.  We can well imagine Zhuangzi recounting his initial grief to Huizi and disowning it, and it seems unlikely that such a disavowal would remain unconfessed to the friend whose dismay Zhuangzi frequently appears to court and encourage.  In short, if Zhuangzi found fault with his early grief, it is likely that he would have said so, particularly to Huizi.  That Zhuangzi offers no such indication and even seems to give warrant to his early grief by aligning himself with a norm of nature suggests some doubt about this interpretation.  Even where we allow for significant temperamental features – unlike Seneca, Zhuangzi is markedly not given to critical self-scrutiny and is more likely to regard human failing as foolish and pitiable than to condemn it – the absence of any evidence that Zhuangzi repudiates his grief must weigh against reading his grief as akrasia.  

A more parsimonious explanation is that Zhuangzi simply does not believe that he has anything to regret, that his grief is not judged a failing.  Such is to posit a fundamental ambivalence in Zhuangzi’s attitudes about the appropriate response to loss.  He offers what appear to be two distinct models and little to indicate how they stand in relation to each other.  Seneca offers one way to assay the relation here.  While urging complete and total equanimity, he also allows for a moderate position in which the brief spasm of initial grief may be accommodated in deference to what he judges to be the exceedingly difficult task of eradicating grief altogether.  In counseling Lucilius in the midst of his bereavement, Seneca says, “That you should not mourn at all I shall hardly dare to insist; and yet I know that it is the better way” (Seneca 1917: LXIII.1).  Such sensitivity permits a generous humanity to inform and condition what is, Seneca admits, a difficult ideal.  While there may be some temptation to parse Zhuangzi’s models of loss in a similar fashion, this is not a strategy that Zhuangzi apparently adopts.  Zhuangzi makes no allowance for a moderate position,
 nor indeed does he explicitly acknowledge that the posture of the four friends and Mengsun Cai is the product of struggle or arduous effort.  The absence of such an acknowledgement, coupled with the marked appearance of ease suggested by the cheer of the four friends, make it less likely that Zhuangzi’s grief represents a moderate alternative to an ideal perceived as exceptionally difficult to achieve.  

This leaves us with two genuinely different and apparently incompatible approaches to managing loss.  While Zhuangzi does not explicitly offer any mechanism for navigating between these models, I wish to argue that Zhuangzi’s grief is both better suited to values he elsewhere attests and that an independently better case can be made for this response where we presuppose these values.  David Nivison has argued that Zhuangzi’s grief constitutes the beginning of an argument that Zhuangzi simply fails to complete, that Zhuangzi here sets out on a path that would, followed it to its end, lead him toward a Confucian program of mourning (Nivison: 138-139).  Nivison claims that the “hint” Zhuangzi offers that his grief is natural should draw him toward granting grief its due as no less “fitting” and “beautiful” than natural transformations themselves.  Moreover, once grief is recognized as such, it is but a short step to the realization that mourning, the set of human practices that express and ornament our grief, is “likewise fitting and beautiful” (Nivison: 139).  I think Nivison is correct in apprehending the intimations of an argument regarding grief that is quite different from any Zhuangzi explicitly makes.  However, while the argument would share certain features with the Confucian sanction of grief, I think there is an argument available here that would retain Zhuangzi’s distinctive voice and commitments.

While largely critical of the Confucian program, Zhuangzi is nonetheless committed to a model of the person that, like his Confucian counterparts, acknowledges the relational nature of personal identity.  The human being is, for Zhuangzi, always a person-in-context, her identity significantly constituted by her relations with others and with her wider environment.
  While Zhuangzi abjures the hierarchical and socially sanctioned roles often emphasized by the Confucians, he posits a model of personal identity in which who I am confesses its origins in the relations that make me.  This is most evident in Zhuangzi’s description of what the loss of Huizi signifies for Zhuangzi’s own self-understanding and skill.  In passing Huizi’s grave, Zhuangzi relates the tale of Carpenter Shi (Graham: 124, 24).  Carpenter Shi’s skill is so precise and fine that he is able to wield his ax and knock a speck of plaster from his friend’s nose without injuring him.  When his friend dies, however, the skill is lost, for it issued not from the carpenter’s ability alone but from the relation, presumably one of trust and confidence, that obtained between the friends, rendering each more than he can be alone.  Such is also the case with Zhuangzi and Huizi, and thus Zhuangzi observes the death of his own friend as a change that has altered who Zhuangzi himself can be. Like Carpenter Shi, Zhuangzi is but one “side of the act” and without Huizi he has “no one to use as a partner” (Graham: 124, 24).  Grief here is a marker of the disruption and upheaval in the constitution of one’s own person.  One has lost the other and thereby lost oneself as well.  

This posture toward personal identity does not, it should be noted, inevitably lead to an endorsement of grief.  For something like this sensibility clearly informs the responses of the four friends and Mengsun Cai.  They too may be plausibly read as possessed of personal identities and self-understanding derived from a contextual, associative notion of the person.  However, the principal source of self-understanding for these figures is, to reformulate an earlier point, not their local circumstances and relations, but the broader underlying patterns of nature.  They are, to adapt the Stoic idiom, “persons of the universe” rather than persons of this or that specific context.
  While such individuals are in some measure constituted by the relations they articulate with others, their apprehension of, and relation to, the patterns of transformation that underlie phenomena conditions these relations.  The disorientation and rupture of personal identity that give rise to grief are precluded by the embracing overflight of wider understanding.  One cultivates a supreme flexibility, where shifts in circumstance, even as they shift local self-understanding, are anticipated and managed with ease.  It is, as Graham observes, to realize that shifting in accord with circumstances constitutes a loss of self such that, in regarding death, “one’s viewpoint shifts from ‘I shall no longer exist’ to something like ‘In losing selfhood I shall remain what at bottom I always was, identical with everything conscious or unconscious in the universe’” (Graham: 23).  Similarly, this loss of self entails that bereavement does not wound the “inward heart,” does not alter one’s foundational self-understanding and attendant tranquility.  Extending the self into the broader patterns of nature culminates in its dissolution and this, in turn, insulates one from the injuries of loss.  

The Limits of the Sages
Despite the protection from sorrow afforded Mengsun Cai and the four friends by this posture, there are important features of human experience that they are consequently denied, features of experience that are preserved and fostered  by Zhuangzi’s own response to loss.  From the vantage of Mengsun Cai and the four friends, Zhuangzi’s grief appears to issue from a perspective altogether too limited and particular, a commitment to one state of affairs where appreciation of the process of exchange from one state of affairs to another is preferable.  However, while Zhuangzi’s posture in grief is indeed limited, in its limitations reside the elements of profound value.  For Zhuangzi’s endorsement, albeit brief, of death as a disvalue structures his experience in ways that render it meaningful and opens up a space for profound joy.  To the extent that this species of joy is an integral element of Zhuangzi’s model of human flourishing, it is the four friends and Mengsun Cai who must be understood to have failed.  Indeed, their responses appear to deform Zhuangzi’s ideal in important ways.  The contrast between these models of experience can be made apparent through a consideration of immortality. 
Bernard Williams and Martha Nussbaum have argued that the longing for immortality rests on fundamental misconceptions about both the nature and desirability of such a state.  In the “The Makropulos Case,” Williams argues that with immortality comes boredom, for in losing the constraint of death the choices and pursuits of a life occur in a context in which they are endlessly repeatable.  The immortal structures her life without friction, her choices and commitments operating independently of the prospect of failure or loss.  Because all choices are, given infinite time, possible, no choice can retain her interest.  Because all that can be experienced is, given infinite time, experienced, it as if nothing is experienced.  Immortality, Williams concludes, because it denies us just the sort of life we wish to prolong – a life of interests and commitments – is frankly undesirable.  Indeed, we should count ourselves “lucky in having the chance to die” (Williams: 100).

Nussbaum elaborates on Williams’ analysis and, while she does not endorse the view that immortality is undesirable,
 she well articulates the necessary connection between mortality and the enjoyment of particular values.  Mortality, she argues, is a necessary condition for the vivid and intense enjoyment of endurance, an element that features prominently in myriad experiences of value, from the perseverance amid risk shown by the courageous or the growth and maturation of a child.  While immortality signals one species of endurance, it is not the sort we ultimately value and seek to prolong, for our enjoyment of everything from natural beauty to long-lived friendships is conditioned by the awareness that they cannot and will not last.  We appreciate endurance, that is, only in the context of change and contingency.  Moreover, our status as creatures who are ourselves granted only finite time structures our experience:  “Our finitude, and in particular our mortality, which is a particularly central case of our finitude, and which conditions all our awareness of other limits, is a constitutive factor in all valuable things’ having for use the value that in fact they have” (Nussbaum: 226).  When I enjoy that which cannot last, I do so as a creature who cannot last, as one for whom experience is framed in the fluidity and motion that belong to, and are inseparable from, mortal existence.  The immortal, for whom such motion is not possible, is free from constraint but thereby denied this species of joy and pleasure.

Zhuangzi does not proffer immortality as a desirable state.  Indeed, he appears committed to maximizing the joys and satisfactions of mortal life qua mortal life, attending with pleasure to the flux and fluidity of transient existence.  However, in the four friends and Mengsun Cai, Zhuangzi offers models of meeting mortality that share affinities with the immortal.  Principal among these is the refusal to grant that death is a disvalue.  As Nussbaum argues, the capacity of mortality to operate as a “value constituting limit” requires not merely that one be mortal, but that one view the mortal condition as a constraint (Nussbaum: 228).  Indeed, the recognition of death’s “badness” operates for the human being as “one condition of her best possibilities,” making available satisfactions rendered finer by their finite, transient character (Nussbaum: 231).  Where one does not grant death the status of constraint, these possibilities pass unrealized.  Where death is but a phenomenon among other phenomena, the abiding or passing of things cannot be differentiated, pleasures cannot be measured because differences in circumstances can make no difference.  

The equanimity achieved by Mengsun Cai and the four friends issues from a free accord with nature that expresses itself as a flexibility in meeting alterations in circumstances.  There is, however, something of a perverse result in such a flexibility, for what initially presents as situational adaptability may read as an emotional stasis.  The difficulty with this model is that it appears to posit a self so ready to change that it appears, ever and always, fundamentally unchanged.  There is, to employ the idiom of Williams and Nussbaum, something “frozen” about such a posture.  The agent who “adapts” to experience in this way does not alter with experience but retains an internal constancy that renders adaptation unnecessary.  Moreover, the contents of experience assume a character of sameness, for what actually happens ceases to matter.  Where my responses are uniform, one experience is, in important ways, much like any other.  What may to others appear as losses or blessings will to this version of the sage read as yet more transformations, differences between one state of affairs and another exercising no substantive influence.  To meet all circumstances with equanimity is to strip them of their particularity, the overflight of understanding here a mechanism whereby experience become flattened, without contour or nuance.  Zhuangzi’s sages are not immortal.  They do, however, appear to have achieved an attitudinal posture outside the structure of mortal existence, a posture beyond the reach of transient value.

It is important to acknowledge that there may be versions of such a posture, refinements of equanimity, that offer compensatory or even exhaltory features to experience.  This is, I believe, the route that Seneca takes, for his sage abjures grief while gaining an equanimity that is markedly triumphal.  Because one must, in this model, overcome the inclination to sorrow, the result is a satisfaction ennobled by struggle.
  What happens can and will matter because it is within my specific circumstances that I will locate the “raw materials” out of which I will make good my understanding (Seneca 1917: XCVIII.2).  Zhuangzi, however, does not adopt such a course in his depictions of the four friends and Mengsun Cai.  If there is here a distinctive element in their experience and comportment, it is not struggle and triumph, but play.

Humor and Play
At least in the case of the four friends, Zhuangzi appears to locate an enhanced capacity for play and cheer within the equanimity he ascribes to these sages.  They laugh and joke about death and this, it must be admitted, is a rare ability.  However, it is far from clear that their path toward play is the only one available.  For despite Zhuangzi’s grief at the death of his wife, he too exhibits an uncommon capacity for play:  when he abandons his grief, Zhuangzi does not simply cease to weep, he irreverently drums on a pot and sings.  That is, even where we allow sorrow a foothold in our responses, such apparently need not preclude something like the cheer of the wholly tranquil.  It is possible to parse out levels of play and thereby locate a unique quality to that enjoyed by the four friends, but we need not concede that such an enhanced capacity is desirable; indeed, I think we ought not.  While there is perhaps a global purpose served by the use of humor in Zhuangzi’s philosophical reflections,
 I wish to suggest that the humor evident in the death passages – those concerning the four friends and Zhuangzi’s own response to loss, in particular – should not be treated as manifestations of the same sensibility, as a single type, but in fact diverge in significant respects.  The enhanced playfulness of the four friends is different in character from that achieved by Zhuangzi, or for anyone who retains a capacity for grief.
Play and humor occur in, and derive their meaning from, the context in which they occur.  Ted Cohen argues that one significant condition that frequently produces humor is anomalousness.  We often find amusement in that which is out of place, out of order, atypical, or irregular.  Cohen locates the humor of such anomalies in the relations of constraint and power that inform them, citing two reasons anomaly often strikes us as funny:  “The first is that anomalies can suggest that we have power over the structures that usually restrain us, while the second is that anomaly can exhibit our powerlessness to comprehend and subdue the world in which those structures exist” (Cohen 2001: 380).  Laughter may, that is, issue from a feeling of superiority, a posture in which one has achieved some measure of freedom from constraint, or from the willing acknowledgement of seemingly intractable constraint, a posture in which the confession of helplessness is itself a source of relieving laughter.  In this way, humor relies on contrastive relations between norms of power and postures that violate our more typical responses to it.  The humor of anomalies emerges from our efforts to manage – successfully or not – that which burdens and troubles us.

Death, as Cohen recognizes, is a special target for humor because it is “the ultimate oppressor” (Cohen 1999: 45).  Where other constraints we experience may be navigated with some hope of successful resolution, where it is possible that we will gain the power to conquer or dodge other limits, death permits no such literal triumphs or escapes.  Our tacit recognition of this draws us to make lighter the burden of mortality by laughing at what we cannot negotiate.  However, while it is a commonplace that people joke about death, it is far less common for philosophers to do so (at least in their formal writings).  Perhaps one reason for this is that philosophers recognize, like Cohen, that “sometimes the only proper way to think about death is to try looking it straight in its morbid, mordant eye, and on those occasions telling a joke is exactly the wrong thing to do because it is a way of avoiding the real issue” (Cohen 1999: 45).  Finding humor in death may operate as a mechanism for avoiding just such a frank examination.  Zhuangzi appears to be that rare case in which we are offered both, his humor couched in earnest examination.  Where Seneca promises a model of managing death that is austerely victorious, Zhuangzi appears to promise us a good, hearty laugh.  Like his posture toward nature, however, there appear to be two distinct models for this laughter and play.  

The humor of Masters Si, Yu, Li, and Lai appears initially to exhibit features of Cohen’s first species of anomaly.  The four friends manifest a power over death by offering what would in most contexts read as anxiety-provoking possibilities:  death will not heed a desire to be Moye but it may well make of me a rat’s liver (Graham: 88, 6).  They cheerfully invert our customary preferences and celebrate that which we disdain and fear for ourselves.  In so doing, they evoke our apparent helplessness only to discharge its potency in shaping their orientation.  They thus appear freed from that which constrains us.  However, enjoying the humor of these scenes between the friends – indeed, to see them as humor – relies on our recognizing death as a constraint.  They appear funny and playful to us precisely because they are so violative.  They deny power to that which we perceive as supremely powerful and it is not at all clear that one who does not recognize this norm can find its violation humorous.  Dogs playing poker, to borrow one of Cohen’s examples, can only be funny, to the extent that they are, for those who acknowledge that dogs do not play cards.  Transgressing death’s disvalue requires that one recognize and acknowledge its disvalue.  The norm must have some purchase in consciousness for its violation to be meaningful.  That is, the terms under which the humor operates are not terms that the four friends accept as legitimate.  While they will indeed die, they cannot rightly be said to be oppressed by death and thus the transgressive element of winning power seems to have little purchase.  This is not, to be clear, to claim that the scenes Zhuangzi crafts of these four friends lack humor.  However, they are humorous for readers who disvalue death and see it as a constraint in ways that they cannot be for the actual participants in these scenes.

Like our appreciation of transient pleasures, humor requires contrast.  But what can be the operative contrast for Masters Si, Yu, Li, and Lai? Under what conditions can these scenes read as humor for them?
  It is possible that their humor emerges from some unstated contrast with earlier versions of themselves, making tacit reference to a time when they did disvalue death.  As such, the scenes would read as a kind of self-mockery, an enjoyment of having surpassed a previous, constrained self.  While such a possibility cannot be ruled out, neither is there anything in the text to support it.  Moreover, it is not entirely clear where the joy in such a posture would be located.  Reformed persons certainly can and do laugh about their unreformed states but such seems to require some element of temptation, an acknowledgement that the previous state exercises some pull that one resists and enjoys resisting.  Where there is no such pull, there seems little to talk, much less laugh, about.

Less appealing is the possibility that the contrast obtains between these figures and the norms that govern those who lack their insight.  There is, it is clear, a dramatic contrast between the four sagely friends and the ordinary human being, and perhaps the humor enjoyed by the sages rests on this difference.  There is, however, something deeply unseemly about humor so constructed.  To laugh at foibles to which oneself is not prey is perhaps always ungenerous, but is particularly so in this context.  For the impulse to grieve or to feel anxiety about death is a source of much human suffering.  Thus to locate humor in that which targets those who fear death and grieve their losses seems wanting in compassion and pity.  Conceiving the four friends as playing in this way renders them less than sagely and recasts as Master Li‘s dismissal of those who grieve Master Lai‘s impending death as an act of cavalier cruelty.  He dismisses them only to enjoy a bit of fun that mocks their suffering.

There is, it seems, no obvious way to characterize the humor of these scenes for the four sages.  They may well serve a pedagogical function for the uninitiated, effectively shaking loose some of our complacent views of death through startling and funny anomaly, but there is no anomaly for the sages themselves.
  The problem in characterizing this humor, moreover, extends beyond these scenes and attaches to the capacity for play itself.  What is the nature of play without contrast?

The playfulness of Masters Si, Yu, Li, and Lai can appear as but another instance of the rhapsodic play, of the joy, that so permeates the Zhuangzi.  However, if we take these four friends as wholly liberated from the cares the text seeks to relieve, theirs is a peculiar, unrelieved play.  Because all aspects of experience are arenas for play and there is no feature of experience that demands another response, play is effortless and always available, if not constant.
  As such, the state that is produced looks little like joy.
  Indeed, from the standpoint of those for whom joy is rendered more vivid and intense because it is occasional and made possible by the gravity we elsewhere assume, this species of play suggests an undesirable surfeit, an abundance so constant that it cheapens any effect that can issue from a discrete, particular moment.  Where play is always possible, it seems nowhere possible; where everything prompts joy, it is as though nothing does.  In short, our typical conceptions of play and joy issue from their contrasts with other features of our experience and responses.  To the extent that we can apprehend and understand what it is that the four friends experience, it appears more akin to idle amusement, a lax posture that can produce only a rather tepid species of pleasure.  

Unlike that of Masters Si, Yu, Li, and Lai, the play and joy modeled by Zhuangzi exhibits qualities of both that are immediately familiar and appealing.  This is evident if we consider the humor he exhibits upon the death of his wife.  That Zhuangzi unceremoniously bangs a pot and sings is a comic posture informed by what preceded it, by Zhuangzi’s having wept.  It operates as as an anomaly for which the norms of reference are clear:  He works against the power of his own loss and sorrow, as well as against the constraining social norms that would have him indulge them.  The lightness of the moment surfaces from the weight of grief that preceded it.  Zhuangzi’s demonstration of power is contextualized by his having felt in earnest the constraint of mortal experience.  It is thus the humor of assumed power and of relief.  Zhuangzi arrives at a standpoint that resembles the perspective of the four friends, but it is significant that he does not begin there.  Indeed, Zhuangzi’s account of the reflections that culminate in grief’s abatement may be read as a rather effortful attempt at self-persuasion, the fulsome character of the explanation suggesting that Zhuangzi’s efforts in arriving at this moment of play are quite arduous.  The comical features of Zhuangzi’s response appear measured against this.  Absent are potentially trivializing references to his wife’s future as a rat’s liver or a fly’s leg.  Such comments, I believe, would strike us here as false, if not horribly wrong and deeply lacking in humor.  They would read as a betrayal of our sense that Zhuangzi has in fact worked against the limits that constrain him to achieve his careless song.  The humor that emerges here and the broader possibilities for play it suggest confess their origins in a context in which contrast is possible, if not absolute.
  Moreover, because contrast is possible, the exchange between life and death we witness in nature’s operations may be mirrored in our own responses.  We find a capacity to make play, even about death, because “telling a joke is a way of getting serious” (Cohen 1999: 70).  Laughter is a mark of freedom, but it is not free.  It is a relief from cares we cannot wholly evade if we are to live flourishing lives.

Finding it Good to Die
This analysis points the way toward an explanation of Zhuangzi’s want of regret for his grief.  It also indicates a revised manner of reading Zhuangzi’s more global posture toward death and bereavement.  Zhuangzi claims “that I find it good to live is the very reason why I find it good to die” (Graham: 87, 6).  I suggest that this claim cannot rightly be understood to assert a simple equality in valuation.  To make sense of this claim requires that we think carefully about why Zhuangzi values life, what he locates as valuable in a life.  Zhuangzi’s joy originates in a celebration of the transformation of things.  In this, Zhuangzi appears to recognize that the processes of change and alteration we experience give life its value and interest.  Conversely, the desire for stability is rooted in a misunderstanding, for could we win a world without change, it would be tedious, unable to stimulate our interest, much less profound joy.  The life we find good to live thus not only requires death, but includes it, and Zhuangzi must be understood as “redefining ‘life’ as ‘life-and-death’” (Ames: 66).  This much seems clear.  Less obvious, perhaps, is that this posture toward change requires that we not treat all changes as merely more of what makes pleasure and joy possible.  We cannot, that is, immediately move from the global observation that change is good to the local observation that each change in our experience is good.  Indeed, the movement upon which Zhuangzi’s joy is predicated requires that each change not be so received.  That some experiences occasion sorrow makes joy possible; that some experiences occasion seriousness makes play possible.  The process is, in short, more than the various phenomena that comprise it, and these phenomena, taken singly, may well have meanings for us that are specially and locally significant.
Zhuangzi’s pleasure in the process of transformation manifests in some suspicion of the emotional register we often bring to experience.  He contests our readiness to identify particular emotional states as belonging to particular experiences, to imagine that there are fixed categories of experience that warrant pain, disappointment, or sorrow, while others warrant pleasure or happiness.  That Zhuangzi challenges our habituated and often socialized responses to events should not, however, be mistaken for a claim that the emotional components of these responses ought be exchanged for, or supplanted by, a posture of simple and unfractured equanimity.  While many of our emotions originate in suspect conventions about what is of value and what is not, Zhuangzi nowhere indicates that they all do or that there is, prima facie, something worrisome or problematic in our capacity to greet experience with responses that engage our emotions.  Indeed, Zhuangzi even suggests that there is some peril in failing to approach states of affairs as matters with a bearing on our well-being, as events in which we have a stake.
  While Zhuangzi offers no formal mechanism for distinguishing the inapt emotive response rooted in suspect conventions from the fitting and spontaneous response, there are at least some indications in the text of how such distinctions might be made.  One clear condition of appropriate emotive engagement consists in a capacity to be seized by experience, to retain an open demeanor that will foster the recognition of local and highly particular features of experience.  Such is to refuse easy abstractions about what experience signals, for these are often obscure and clumsy, impeding our notice of the distinctive and personal import of events.  Zhuangzi’s grief is thus not a response to death, that too general and imprecise abstraction, but to the loss of his wife.  Indeed, even this may be too broad.  Zhuangzi’s grief regards this man without this woman, the loss of whatever distinctive and, from an external vantage, elusive qualities gave the relation its particular shape and contours.  Apprehension of the broader patterns of nature can only be genuinely instructive where it is held in check by the immediate, particular, and personal.

While both prudence and joy dictate the need to enfold death into our understanding of life, we cannot fruitfully operate with this insight alone.  It is, rather, best characterized as the posture of repose, a position to which we may retreat in comfort only where circumstances permit.  Our first burden is to attend to circumstances as they present themselves and these will not always afford us the leisure of comfort in insight.  Death may be counted a good, as a provision from which our various joys indirectly issue, but it cannot be counted as only or singularly this.  It is also that which renders us bereft and lost to ourselves, as those who lend our identity its contours may be stripped from us.   To avail ourselves of the pleasure of these relations entails that we value their presence and find some disvalue in their loss.  Death globally sustains our capacity for pleasure but some deaths can and will occasion pain.  To acknowledge that I have a stake in what transpires is to conceive Zhuangzi’s response to his wife’s death as issuing from a local perspective in which the natural impulse to sorrow is embraced as an indication of participation in processes that, while they work generally to my benefit and produce joy, come at occasional personal cost.  These costs, moreover, must be paid:  I must feel them if I am to feel their corresponding joys.  

Zhuangzi accounts for his grief for his wife in a manner that suggests that sorrow simply comes upon him.  However, with these reflections, it is possible to see his grief as a response that is only proximately involuntary.  Zhuangzi gives way to weeping that appears to issue spontaneously from his status as a mortal creature who cares for others, but insofar as he acknowledges the need to retain a capacity to let experience shake and shape us, at least some sorrows are self-consciously sanctioned.  They are the products of a purposeful posture in which one allows experience to injure.  This is most evident in Zhuangzi’s somewhat poignant observations about the loss of Huizi.  Given that Zhuangzi’s comments are occasioned after the passage of some time – it is Huizi’s grave that prompts them – Zhuangzi appears on at least this occasion to indulge a species of sorrow that can recur after the immediate provocation of fresh loss has passed. Here Zhuangzi has enjoyed a lapse of time between loss and its reminder, yet in recollecting his friend, it is a melancholic humor to which he gives voice, the wry likening of philosophers to plasterers situated within a meditation on the considerable reach of one’s man’s death.  While Zhuangzi’s speech about his wife’s death seems to suggest that in reflection the matter of grief finds its end, these comments on Huizi belie any claim that grief is so quickly and readily dispatched.  Instead, it here features as pain that may be renewed despite wider wisdom about death’s necessity.  Zhuangzi has, that is, enjoyed the opportunity for calmer reflection.  That his reflections have not forestalled the gentle melancholy he expresses suggests that sorrow may find some sanction in the reflections that precede it, that the grief implicit here has warrant in the sort of life Zhuangzi leads and the commitments that govern it.


To read Zhuangzi in this fashion is to understand his counsel on bereavement to leave some common impulses – from weeping to lingering pain – in some measure intact.  It is to see Zhuangzi’s strategy as one that, in Joel Kupperman’s adaptation of Wittgenstein’s phrase, “leaves everything as it is” (Kupperman: 186).  However, as Kupperman observes, while the most readily described features of experience will appear the same, reflection and sanction subtly alter what it is we seek to describe, such that “one might conclude with exactly the commonplace statements that could have been made at the beginning, even by a peasant or some other non-philosopher, but the meaning of these statements is both the same and not the same” (Kupperman: 186).  We can imagine, for example, both Zhuangzi and the untutored peasant alike claiming:  “My wife has died.  This is sad.”  “This is the grave of my friend.  I miss him.”  However, in Zhuangzi’s case, such utterances would reflect more than the confusion and disruption of the immediate experience.  They also operate as tacit assent to his entanglement in the transformations that make value possible.  Unlike the peasant, Zhuangzi has entertained alternatives to sorrow and interrogated the significance of his potential for pain.  What Zhuangzi thereby achieves is not equanimity, but a refined version of the exchange between sorrow and joy, pleasure and pain, that marks ordinary life.  In this, his responses mirror the patterns of experience with their exchange between life and death, alteration and abiding.  The difference between this posture and a wholly untutored state resides in the self-conscious reflection on the exchange as it transpires, in a willing and thoughtful accession to the demands of circumstances.  The pleasures of this posture derive not from cheerful accord with whatever may occur but from sustaining events as a flow that is matched in my own responses.  The summary description of Zhuangzi’s behavior and that of the untutored  may appear the same but grief has become for Zhuangzi an affirmation of wider commitments rather than a posture marked only by confusion and disruption.  The significance of this difference is most apparent in grief’s cessation.

The Humility Square

The reflection implicit in the conscious acceptance of natural promptings to grief will preclude sustained, formalized mourning.  For while Zhuangzi grieves and may be understood to value the capacity for sorrow, he cannot be said to promote such a response or encourage its prolongation.  Nor does he view traditional ritual as a mechanism for lending shape and order to the chaos of immediate pain.  Rather, he appears, particularly in response to his wife’s death, to advocate both grief and its deliberate cessation.  The allowance of grief with its attendant judgment that death is a disvalue is sanctioned by the recognition that such a response issues from our placement within a world that implicates and shapes us.  It originates thus but cannot be sustained in the same fashion.  For while such grief may be said to “come upon” us, it also dissipates of its own accord, the disorientation and confusion of the spontaneous feeling abates, making reflection possible.  Once we have a measure of repose, an opportunity to consider and reflect on our experience of loss, we discover that, while death has dealt us a personal blow, it is not one that we can finally begrudge or protest.


To persist in sorrow and to formalize it in ritual fails as a fitting response because it codifies death’s disvalue, delaying or precluding outright the exchange into recognition of death’s value in provisioning the very joys I rue as lost.  While Zhuangzi weeps at the death of his wife and suffers a return of sorrow upon observing Huizi’s grave, in both cases he responds to an immediate prompting in experience.  Mourning, in contrast, stimulates and fosters the maintenance of such responses through the deliberate construction of an environment that suffers us to reflectively endorse death’s disvalue.  The brevity of Zhuangzi’s sorrow belongs to it and indicates something of its nature.  To prolong this response is to change its character and tacitly assent to claims that Zhuangzi clearly does not endorse.


It is clear that Zhuangzi is critical of the posture that death is simply bad and consequently warrants only sorrow.  This, it should be acknowledged, is the principal and most obvious thrust of his reflections on death.  However, it is a mistake to read Zhuangzi as thereby seeking to remedy this narrow view with the claim, perhaps equally narrow, that death is good.  Death provisions us with the limits within which a host of goods – for example, long-lived marriages and friendships – become possible, but it does so only where the fragility of these joys is acknowledged.  The trepidation we experience in apprehension of this fragility is part of these joys.  Thus when Zhuangzi weeps over the death of his wife, he does so as one for whom visitations of sorrow are not a lapse in, but an exercise of, his wider commitments.


Seneca offers a model in which grief must be regretted as a betrayal of understanding.  Commitment to recognizing the broader order of things entails a commitment to enforcing conformity to this order in my responses to events.  In this, Seneca proffers a perspective that is cleanly consistent.  Zhuangzi’s view begins with a similar understanding of death’s necessity and value, yet where his own behavior is taken as measure, his conclusions diverge to incorporate grief as a feature of robust well-being.  Insofar as Zhuangzi’s view is thereby inconsistent, it is an enriching inconsistency.  Zhuangzi’s grief operates, I wish to suggest, much like the skilled quilter’s humility square.  Amish quilts, renowned for their fine aesthetic qualities and craftsmanship, traditionally contain a flaw.  Notably, the flaw is not the fault of failed skill but is deliberately placed as an indication of humility before God.  The quilter lacks God’s perfection and so foregoes the perfection of her work as an affirmation of her humanity.  In a similar fashion, Zhuangzi’s capacity for grief is retained against the fabric of skilled insights that work against it.  In the four friends and Mengsun Cai, Zhuangzi acknowledges the possibility of perfected wisdom; in his grief, he foregoes this possibility to affirm an enriched humanity.  He does not thereby abandon insight altogether, nor does he betray it.  Just as there is a difference between the humility square of a skilled quilter and the clumsy, unintentional errors of a novice, Zhuangzi’s grief, because it is sanctioned by a commitment to the complicated lived human entanglements from which it issues, differs from grief that is simply and only painful.  To conceive death as wholly disvalue or to mourn and prolong sorrow is just poor quilting; to conceive death as wholly good and thereby abandon grief is to perfect the quilt but lose the quilter;  to patch together a life with its humility squares of sorrow is, in contrast, a marker of fine and distinctively human skill.
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� Seneca claims that one should train oneself to acknowledge, persistently and earnestly, that “[w]hatever can happen at any time can happen to-day” (Seneca 1917: LXIII.16).


� Throughout the essay, I use A.C. Graham’s translation of the Zhuangzi.  I have substituted Pinyin where Graham uses Wade-Giles, but the passages are otherwise as Graham translated them.  For clarity, I give Graham’s page numbers and follow these with the chapter numbers of the original text.


� See, e.g., Graham: 23-24; Ames: 64-70; and Nivison: 138-139. 


� The mourning rites of Zhuangzi’s age were, it should be noted, quite demanding and elaborate.  Moreover, the careful and conscientious performance of these rites was central to a religious context in which orthopraxis operated as the principal binding element within the community.  It is thus difficult to overstate the sense of violation and vulgarity that would attach to Zhuangzi’s behavior.  


� It is perhaps important to emphasize the dramatic departure Zhuangzi here makes from the prevailing Confucian views of his day.  Unlike Zhuangzi, the Confucians may be understood to prescribe mourning as a means to aid the bereaved in their acceptance of death.  For a discussion of the Confucian posture, as evidenced in the Analects in particular, see Ivanhoe 2003: 220-232 and Olberding (forthcoming). 


�There are, beyond the general and local approaches to framing the disvalue of death, many ways of framing such judgments.  One notable division consists in whether we judge the disvalue of death to register with the bereaved or with the dead themselves.  While there is considerable philosophical literature in the west that considers whether the dead themselves suffer disvalue in death (e.g., in discussion of a “full life” where death appears untimely), there is comparably little in early Chinese philosophical literature that frames death in this way.  Instead, there seems to be an implicit priority on what the survivors suffer.  To the extent that the Confucian injunctions regarding the mourning of parents operate as a kind of paradigm, even where a death is likely to be counted good and timely – parents predeceasing their children is, after all, the preferred order of events – there is a presumption of considerable grief and hence of disvalue.  That is, there seems to be little conflict in the Chinese sources over recognizing a death as a relative “good” for the deceased and maintaining a posture of grief.


� It is worth noting that these cases differ in some respects from the circumstances surrounding the death of Zhuangzi’s wife, as well as from each other.  The four friends are shown to abjure anticipatory grief where death lies on the horizon but has not yet appeared.  While this may constitute a significant difference in some contexts – that is, we may well find reasons to decline grief in advance of bereavement while yet judging grief warranted when loss is actually upon us – this is not in this case, I believe, a difference that makes a difference.  Zhuangzi gives us no reason to think that the cheer of these friends will be punctured when death arrives.  The case of Mengsun Cai more directly parallels Zhuangzi’s circumstance, but it too diverges in suggesting that there is some worth or efficacy in simulating sorrow.  Mengsun Cai’s behavior is thus in some tension with Zhuangzi’s refusal to maintain an appearance of sorrow.  The allowance Zhuangzi here makes for a public face maintained in accord with social norms may owe to the presentation of this tale in the voice of Confucius.  While this difference between the postures of Zhuangzi and Mengsun Cai toward public displays of grief warrants inquiry, it is outside the scope of this essay.


� I am indebted for this language to Pierre Hadot’s work on ancient Greek and Roman philosophy.  He describes physics as operating for the Stoics, among others, as “a spiritual exercise [that] can also take on the form of an imaginative ‘overflight,’ which causes human affairs to be regarded as of little importance.”  See Hadot: 98.  While physics of the sort that interested the Stoics is clearly not a Daoist “exercise,” the understanding modeled by Zhuangzi’s sage figures does, in some of its effects, resemble the detachment of the Stoic “overflight.”


� This reading, it should be acknowledged, most insistently demands a blurring of the distinction between Inner and Outer Chapters, requiring a strong sense that the “Zhuangzi” of both sections can be taken as a protagonist who is sufficiently coherent to yield a biography of intellectual development.


� In rejecting the possibility of a moderate position for Zhuangzi, it is perhaps important to acknowledge that Zhuangzi does suggest some latitude in matters of mourning.  The four friends abjure any display of sorrow, while Mengsun Cai participates in mourning rites.  There is thus a plausible case that moderation concerning participation in the rites is a viable possibility.  However, Zhuangzi does not suggest the same moderation where grief is concerned and, if we read Mengsun Cai as an example of moderation, it is notable that his mourning behavior does not extend to feelings of sorrow.


� A principal distinction between the Confucian social self and the self as Zhuangzi understands it obtains in just how broadly we construe our understanding of the relationships relevant for crafting identity and self-understanding.  For Zhuangzi, I would argue, the self extends beyond our relations with other persons and encompasses a much broader field of relationships, including most notably those that concern our interactions with, and participation in, the natural order.  That is, where the Confucians tend to emphasize my human relationships and the social roles attached to these, Zhuangzi attends to the way in which the relationships I articulate within my broader environment also shape the constitution of my identity.


� The Stoics abjure parochial expressions of personal identity and self-understanding as elisions of the fundamental, underlying union of all things in the operations of logos.  Epictetus thus contrasts being a citizen of Athens or of Corinth with being a citizen of the universe, understood to be the divine logos from which all “seeds” originate.  See Epictetus: 1.9.


� Nussbaum agrees with Williams’ fundamental claims regarding the inability of an immortal to enjoy the pleasures we wish to prolong.  Unlike Williams, however, she does not judge the incapacity to enjoy these values to constitute a foundation for an aversion to immortality.  There may indeed be pleasures for the immortal; however, these are so remote from our experience that we lack any standpoint from which to evaluate them.  See Nussbaum: 229.


� Seneca makes much of the difficulty of achieving the posture he recommends and the rhetoric employed to characterize the freedom of the sage reflects this.  E.g., Seneca claims that what results from his species of self-mastery is a beauty “honorable and austere” that ought “not to be worshipped by us with incense and garlands, but with sweat and blood” (Seneca 1917:  LXVII.12-13).  His sage is likened to a warrior:  “the only contestant who can confidently enter the lists is the man who has seen his own blood, who has felt his teeth rattle beneath his opponent’s fist, who has been tripped and felt the full force of his adversary’s charge, who has been downed in body but not in spirit, one who, as often as he falls, rises again with greater defiance than ever” (Seneca 1917: XIII.2-3).


� Joel Kupperman argues that the capacity for play so prominent in the Zhuangzi issues from the epistemological commitments evidenced in the text.  That is, because Zhuangzi recognizes that final, definitive truths about the world are unreachable, he recognizes that the demeanor that so often accompanies our search for such truths – our seriousness, our gravity and focus – fit ill with the recognition that our perspective will always be limited.  Where we instead grant that alternatives to our own view are always possible, we will find humor and play a more efficacious mechanism for inquiry.  See Kupperman: 184-191. 


� While it may be objected here that the humor of these scenes is directed at the reader, I take the question of what the sages experience as relevant if we understand these figures as models proposed for emulation.  If we are to adopt their posture and make it our own, understanding what they experience is critically important.  


� The analysis I offer here, I should acknowledge, perhaps exchanges one puzzle for another.  My account explains Zhuangzi’s grief while rendering somewhat problematic the status and function of the account of the four friends.   If we take them as models, then we must, on my interpretation, grant that the Zhuangzi posits two incompatible approaches to loss.  The possibility I allude to here – that they represent a kind of shock pedagogy aimed at unseating complacent acceptance of grief – seems to me plausible.  They may also be read as offering a piece of consoling humor, a bit of therapeutic levity that may recall us to the need to move beyond grief.  Such requires, however, taking them not as protagonists in a parable but as pure joke, the contours of which would trace the lines Cohen suggests, offering relief to the bereaved by transgressing our powerlessness.  I cannot here assay this question, and perhaps the text will not permit a decisive answer, but do note that the answer we give may well entail re-conceiving our responses to other passages in the text as well.  Using the latter two interpretations, for example, would yield a more sympathetic reading of Confucius’s response to the sages who sing beside the corpse of their companion (Graham: 89-90, 6).  Confucius here avers that he “roams within the guidelines” while the sages “roam beyond” them.  While we need not endorse Confucius apparent desire to see appropriate mourning behavior, insofar as his dismay is rooted in the absence of grief, we would have a significantly more friendly portrait of Confucius.  


� I do not of course rule out the possibility that the sages could, if they wished, adopt a different mien.  There is nothing in their insights that would, for example, preclude seriousness.  My point is simply that their responses are always optional.  They are thus unconstrained by circumstance and free to play in any or all contexts, if they so wish.


� Nussbaum makes a similar observation in her consideration of the immortal state as it is conceived by the Greeks in their model of the gods, beings whose pleasures are detached from any risk or pain.  Nussbaum discusses the want of moral virtue and consequent absence of certain experiences for these gods.  More relevant here, she describes them as possessed of “a kind of playful unheroic quality” that lends their relationships a “laxness and lightness” that preclude friendship and love as human beings experience them.  See Nussbaum: 227.


� I do not suggest that the contrasts operating in the dynamic of play and seriousness, or humor and gravity, are fixed.  Rather, particular features of local circumstances are entertained with a posture that permits the formulation of value judgments and juxtapositions.  


� See, e.g., Zhuangzi’s account of his forgetting his “truest prompting” and imperiling himself while engaged in philosophical ruminations stirred while he is poaching.  Here Zhuangzi appears to articulate some connection between the danger he faces from the groundskeeper and his intellectual conceit in maintaining the posture of an observer.  See Graham: 118, 20.  
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