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In the shadow of the prolific Wei and Western Jin periods of Chinese philosophy, the Eastern Jin (dongiin 5%, 317-420
CE) contributions of Neo-Daoist Zhang Zhan 55/ (fl. 370 CE) are easily overlooked. Nevertheless, from his commentary
on the Daoist classic Liezi 51| F- emerges a compelling story of how the world works, and ontological continuity comes to the
fore as a valuable topic for reconsideration by readers from early medieval China to the present day. This paper presents

three distinct types of continuity that can be discerned from Zhang Zhan’s comments on the metaphysically rich first chapter
of the Liezi, “Heaven’s Gifts” (tranrui K¥q).
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Introduction

One of the few works of Chinese philosophy composed during the century of the Eastern Jin dynasty
(dongjin BH%, 317-420 CE) is the commentary by Zhang Zhan 5&& (fl. 370 CE) on the Daoist classic
Liezi 51| 5-. Produced in the afterglow of a prolific Neo-Daoist (xuanxue 2.E2) era sparked a century
carlier by He Yan {o]%&: and Wang Bi Fifi5, the Zhang Zhan Commentary (zhangzhanzhu 55T,
hereafter ZZC) not only accompanied the initial release of the Liez, but also advanced the relatively
metaphysical Neo-Daoist tradition it inherited. Furthermore, this insightful commentary joined an
Yijing 55%% commentary by Han Kangbo §25E{{ and a pair of works by Ge Hong &1t to help offset

this period’s well-known Buddhist expansion under Kumarajiva, Sengzhao {2, and others.

ZZCuniquely approaches issues of ontological continuity, and its novelty derives in part from the text
it expounds. A compilation of documents from various periods, the Liezi manages to tell a compelling
story about the world, not just developing ideas found in other Daoist classics, but also introducing
elements all its own. Described by the renowned scholar A. C. Graham as “the most important Taoist
document after the 7ao-te-ching [daodejing #E{E4X] and the Chuangtal [zhuangzi F],”' Daoism’s
“third great document” (1990, xin), as he calls it, emerged late enough to make it “the only one of the
three books whose author would actually be thinking of himself as a philosophical Taoist” (ibid., 1).
Regardless of the benefit it may have derived from these two other classics, the Huamanzi fErgG 1,
and even later Neo-Daoist and Buddhist literature, the Liezr distinctively advances Chinese and Daoist
thinking, particularly in the metaphysics of its first chapter, “Heaven’s Gifts” (tanrui K¥qg).” Thomas
Michael thus highlights this chapter’s “fairly sophisticated presentation” of cosmogony (2011, 108),
and June Won Seo declares that its “proposition that contradictory conditions exist in dichotomy may

be the most invaluable contribution of the Liezi to the methodology of the ontological discourse in
early China” (2015, 456).

Like Wang Bi with the Daodejing and Guo Xiang 23 with the Zhuangzi, Zhang Zhan leverages his

source text to promote a distinctly Neo-Daoist interpretation of the world for readers extending from

early medieval China to the present day.” Of the many contributions made by the Liez's inaugural

""This quotation (1990, 1) refers only to seven of the eight chapters of the Liez, as Graham at this earlier point had not yet come to accept

the authenticity of the yangzhu ¥55 chapter. Much remains unknown about the number and dates of the Liez’s authors and editors.

* For his part, Zhang Zhan describes the Liezias “much the same as the Laoz (GE{2E%%) and the Zhuangz, belonging to a citation genre, and
especially similar to the Zhuangz (KEFEIFAZIE » BEES 28 » $EBLHETFH10,” also claiming that “frequently it and the Buddhist
scriptures are comparable ({E{FE#ZEAHZ2)” (Xiao 1990, 6). In this paper, all citations of ZZC are from this text and will generally be
cited simply with a page number; all English translations of this text are my own. Chow Ta-hsing J& A8 notably disputes Zhang Zhan’s
claim of the Liez’s similarity to Buddhism (2017, 84-90). Despite belonging to the Daoist canon, the Liez says little about such concepts

as non-effort (wuwer §i %) and the five phases (wuxing F7i17).

" Although Seo may be correct that “using of the terms that caused cumbersome arguments such as wu (non-being), you (being) or wanwu
(myriad things) has been deliberately avoided in the Liez” (2015, 456), the Liezi does occasionally broach such topics, and ZZC, for its
part, not only frequently cites Wang Bi, Guo Xiang, and other Neo-Daoists of the previous era, but also poses familiar Neo-Daoist
questions such as “Since somethingness and nothingness aren’t produced of each other, and the principle is as such, from what are things

produced? (HrAE I RFHH4E » BIEEZRS > HIE{[H4:?)” (17), answering that “there is nothing from which heaven and earth are
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commentary ZZC, some of the most interesting concern ontological continuity, especially that trans-
cending lifespans. Through hundreds of comments spanning the Lzezr's eight chapters but particularly
concentrated in “Heaven’s Gifts”, a novel Zhangian ontology emerges, and although issues of identity
and persistence unsurprisingly appear vis-a-vis the physical and non-physical aspects of objects, they
somewhat surprisingly surface in contexts transcending existence as well. A distinctly Daoist form of
reincarnation underpins Zhangian ontology such that one conceivably encounters a perpetual cycle of
iterations, waning reversions into non-existence followed by waxing reversions into existence.' Three
distinct kinds of continuity focus the attention of the following study. The first 1s intra-iterative conti-
nuity, that exhibited throughout a single iteration. The second is inter-iterative continuity, that
exceeding the boundaries of existence and non-existence. The final is trans-iterative continuity, that

which links consecutive iterations like the beads of a necklace.

Admittedly, modern sensibilities may judge Zhangian ontological claims fanciful—-more like astrology
than astronomy—and deserving critical treatment, if any. Such a third-person approach to ZZCwould
allow one to maintain a safe distance from its claims while profitably examining its arguments and their
connections to both the Liezrand their common tradition. That, however, is not the approach adopted
mn this paper. Instead, on the dual assumptions that the merits of a conceptual framework derive mostly
from its capacity to agreeably sort experience and that ZZC adequately does so,” this paper purposes
to faithfully articulate the scheme underpinning Zhangian thinking. For this reason, the default voice
driving argumentation throughout this paper is that of ZZC itself, or more precisely, that of a ZZC
adherent. At the very least, consistency with this paradigm is attempted, and although far more textual
support could be presented for many of the points made in this exposition, it is believed that the most

substantial have been selected.

Intra-Iterative Contmuuty

From its inception to its termination, a thing maintains a degree of sameness. The persisting sameness

of non-existing things 1s arguably a thornier 1ssue than that of existing things and is best considered in

produced; they are produced self-naturally CRI4REFTHE A1 H 284E)” (17).

' Chow Ta-hsing cautions against the tendency to identify the ZZCposition with Buddhist reincarnation, stating of a comment on the yangzhu
chapter that “I hold that the phrasing of ‘life is really temporary coming, and death is yet again temporarily going’ in this chapter actually
still doesn’t allow one to discern traces of having received Buddhist influence (B0 E » AE b T AEEA » JEEEE | A%
HE(RE R 2R 2 B E R (2017, 88), adding that “the words here ‘the exchange of life and death is not commencing and
annihilation’ is only the traditional Daoist thesis regarding the perspective on transforming things (the transforming of all @) that ‘the
reciprocation of existence and loss is the continuous transformation of gi-forms” GEEERY " 4EJE8L » RIGMEH | 86 » RS E5E
FER THFCUAHE - PRESE | vt (—R21E) BEL)” (88) because “it lacks the religious background of Buddhist karma
reincarnation and incurring recompense for good and evil, and instead derives from the main idea of the Liezr and the Zhuangz about
the self-natural transformation of things that is ‘perpetual termination and commencement without grasping any clue’ (E: 9031 4 57 K
Fimil - SEHBVREER > MR (FF) 8 GEF) SHPEAYILN " RESE ARl 1R E)” 69).

* Admittedly, the eclectic nature of the Liez source text complicates Zhang Zhan’s attempt to forge coherence, and the ZZC worldview is

not easily discerned from those worldviews expounded.
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the context of trans-iterative continuity, but the hifelong sameness of an actual entity 1s also no simple
matter, especially when both its physical and non-physical properties are in view. The sense in which
something undergoing change maintains coherence is a perennial metaphysical concern, yet four fac-
tors seem to account for this sameness, three of which belong wholly to the familiar realm of heaven

and earth (#andi K) and one of which does not.

This division of realms into the familiar and the unfamiliar, ours and the other, should be recognised

at the outset as ontologically fundamental. From its opening lines, “Heaven’s Gifts” itself declares:

There are the born and the Unborn, the changing and the Unchanging. The Unborn can give

birth to the born, and the Unchanging can change the changing. (Graham 1990, 17)

HEAL AL - AEFREES - MEFREE - D

Chow accordingly refers to “two different types of existence (RYFEA [E]HVIFEAE)” (2017, 30), and Seo
indicates that “the theoretical grounds explored in the beginning section outline an ontological schema
based in the distinction between the transcendental and the present realms, as well as the ontological
conditions that determine each realm” (2015, 454), further indicating that “the ontological theory in
the Liezi1s built on the notion that present beings and the transcendental being are subject to conspic-
uously distinct ontological conditions” (ibid., 456). In commenting on the Liez, Seo uses the terms
“transcendental being” and “transcendental entity” nearly fifty times in a dozen pages, corresponding
with a second notable feature of the Liezi and ZZC, a reluctance to directly mention the dao & of
Daoism. Michael too notes that throughout an “in-depth discussion of cosmogony that is anchored by
and revolves around the notion of the pristine Dao,...the Liezr hardly mentions it,” partly attributing
this to “the text’s recognition of the views of the Laoz, Zhuangzi, and Huainanzi concerning the 1dea
that the Dao is beyond language and 1s something not accessible to human thought” (2011, 109-11).
“Liezi really 1s talking about the pristine Dao,” he notes, “but in a somewhat devious way because he
does not use the term directly” (ibid., 110). Accordingly, only reluctantly will the ineffable be men-

tioned herein and, in the interest of preserving its otherness, most often simply as “the other.™

The first of the three worldly factors bringing continuity to the tangible and mntangible aspects of each
object of this realm is ¢7 5&. The myriad things (wanwu E4¥)) of this domain are neither fully material
nor fully non-material, but rather, each is a persisting amalgam of physicality and non-physicality.” A

wholly material object 1s impossible:

“That such reticence in mentioning the daois a break from earlier Daoist tradition has also been noted by Michael: “The Laoz, Zhuangz,
and Huainanz exerted a lot of effort in establishing this usage of their notion of the Dao in relation to cosmogony, where they often directly
name the Dao” (2011, 109). The term “the other” derives from a ZZC citation of Neo-Daoist progenitor He Yan in which he refers to the
unborn, unchanging dao as “distinct from things (viyuwu E3%7)” (12). 1 have chosen to italicise rather than capitalise the otherto indicate

a non-standard use of this word while discouraging objectification.

" Although one may distinguish between the relatively material and non-material aspects of people and things, these distinctions do not

readily map on to ¢z, which, despite consisting of relatively heavy and light varieties, resists such clear-cut distinctions.
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‘What actuation is there without a form, what form 1s there without ¢z, and what g7 1s there

without spirit?

L7 HE > (TP Z R - AR ZHEEE 2 (59).

Each of the myriad things bears a form (xzng #2) involving both actuation (sheng A=) and gi, which is

never exclusively material. The myriad things of this realm invariably bear such a mixture of g7 from

their inception to their dissolution:

Accumulation bringing about a form and dispersion constituting termination, this 1s the world’s
so-called lifespan; as such, an accumulation takes formation as its commencement and takes

dispersion as its termination.

TRAIRTE > BRI R% > et Z At - AATEE LD E Rtn - DABERURAY

Any accumulated form, presumably even that of a creature awaiting birth or a corpse awaiting disso-
lution, ranks among the myriad things and necessarily consists of not just that which occupies three-

dimensional space—bricks and bark and bones—but also of an element which does not.

For intelligent beings, this merger of the physical and non-physical seems relatively intuitive. My
thoughts and emotions are both non-spatial and uniquely mine. My childhood memories somehow
belong to me, and resentment and anticipation may accompany one throughout life much as shoes

and feet do. Nevertheless, inanimate objects likewise share this persisting non-physical component:

The spiritual g7 of humans is not distinct from that of the multitude of actuated things; [it is only

that] roles are discrete, so appearances are not identical.

ANZHHR - BURAEATR > FriEE R - SOP5A— - (66)

A harmony of relatively unsubstantial, clear heavenly g7 and relatively substantial, murky earthly ¢r

accompanies all actuated beings until dissolution, when each kind returns to its source:

What is this ‘heaven and earth’? It 1s simply a natural apportionment between the unsubstantial

and the substantial, between the clear and the murky.
KthfalHf > BEREEFEHZ B3 HEE -

The heavenly portion returns to heaven, and the earthly portion returns to earth; each returns

to 1ts source.

*The frequent choice in this paper to translate sheng 4F with variations of the verb “actuate” rather than forms of “birth” or “life” stems
from ZZC's broad application of this term to all formed things, including inanimate objects and, presumably, fetuses and corpses, which

have not been born in the first case and are not alive in the second. Where this translation seems too forced, more conventional terms are
chosen.
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RoTHwR > Horwit » B SHA - (58)

The terminal stop on the waning journey is invariably nothingness. From the moment of imception,

existents are reverting to the non-existence from which they emerged.

That which has formed 1s already diminishing from the moment it is called formed, and that

which has actuated 1s already latently dying from the moment it 1s called actuated.

AT HERRIMERS S > 428 T BfEETIES - (84)

A persisting object’s g endures “myriad forms and myriad changes (wanxing wanhua B EA4E),” vet

while on any individual assignment, it provides to its host a degree of sameness.

In addition to persisting ¢z, a second factor present in the world of objects that likewise bestows a
measure of continuity is the manipulation of yin & and yang [%. Although the respiration-like con-
tractions and expansions of yinyang &[5 also effect change, without them the universe would consist

only of a nondescript ¢s that Graham translates as “confusion,” much as in the cosmological begin-

ning:

Yinyanghadn’t yet drawn distinctions, thus the so-called confusion [of the next sentence (of the

Liez)]; on account of distinguishing by vinyang, itemized things bear forms.

F2EZAH] > RIS AN Frasdmt - I2R5ERH > RISPDAe - (19)

The delineating effects of yinyang are undoubtedly most noticeable in the empirical arena, yet the

mtangible aspects of a thing—for example the discrete desires of an intelligent being or the mere “some-

thing more” of an inanimate object—likewise yield to the sorting processes of yinyang. In light of the
Vimrte=gl)

previously asked rhetorical question, “What ¢7is there without spirit? i[53 > f£EZ2” (59), how could

it be otherwise?

The mind and wisdom, a form and anatomy, these are one body of yinyang, one amassing of

qr.

ORI B8 Rz —% - (09)

* This phrase with its immediately preceding content more literally reads, “The changing of all ¢7is that which adapts to ten thousand forms.

Ten thousand forms and ten thousand changes (—$R.2 % > FrEEE - BEIEER)” 46).
" “Breath, shape and substance were complete, but things were not yet separated from each other; hence the name ‘Confusion.” ‘Confusion’

means that the myriad things were confounded and not yet separated from each other” (Graham 1990, 19), “& ~ 1 ~ & B i A MHEE

HEE - R o SRR AR (16).
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Both terrestrial and celestial g7 comply with the movements of yzn and yang, with the result that each
body making up this universe preserves a measure of each, a portion of relatively non-empirical mind

and wisdom (xinzhi /[»%4) with a portion of eminently physical form and anatomy (xinghai F25%).

Human life provides a ready demonstration of such bipartite collocation:

As yinyang brings gi from all places into convergence, g7 finds harmony, and harmonious g7

constitutes human life. On this basis 1s human life established.

PEFm R G TR BRI A AL - NERIERTE I -

Humans have long viewed themselves as more than their bones and skin. Through the blending of ¢i,
human life also consists of love and prudence, fears and regrets. None of these human experiences is
confined to a moment, and any continuity they exhibit derives largely from the undulations of yzrz and
yang.

Interestingly, yinyang consolidates while dividing. Divisions produce spatiotemporal unity, a sameness

extending through space and time. Actuated things thus take on “discrete forms (kuairanzhixing 38R

ZI2)7 ()
A body fits a space, making extraneous matter a boundary.

REGEN— 5% > EErZEAR S -

As long as yin and yang maintain an object’s discrete form, it persists. The physicality and non-physi-

cality of a gr body cohere until dissolution returns ¢ to its source:

When it departs from form and returns to its source, reverting to its true abode, I am no longer

a thing.

HEpPRR > AIHEE » BIEYS - (609)

In harmony, then, g7 and yznyang guarantee the myriad things a degree of sameness on their lifelong
slide back to nothingness. This realm still comprises one other factor that helps to ensure persistent
sameness.

The nature of natures (xing 14) is not obvious, yet they assuredly correspond to persisting sameness
as well. In fact, a nature is one of “the three (sanzhe =3)” (20), together with g7 and form, which is

present at inception. Although “Heaven’s Gifts” refers to them as “qi, form, and quality (qz, xing, zhi
B~ )7 (16),

“Quality” refers to nature. As objects, whether square or round, hard or soft, still or moving,

deep or shallow, each has a nature.

B Mt - BERYIS > ADTE ~ WIS AR T0F 0 SR - (19)
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These natures and the various properties they instantiate, whether material or non-material, accom-

pany an object throughout its course. They are irreversible.

EKach of the actuated entities has a nature, and each nature has its capacity... Everything has its

essential place, and this cannot be resisted.

EZEM > MEREREET.. BERS > AaEit - (27)

Due to the permanence of its nature, a chair remains a chair throughout its existence. Although one
may reasonably question the point at which the dismantling of a chair negates its “chairness,” the
guiding principle is that today’s chair and tomorrow’s chair are the same chair by virtue of an incorri-

gible nature that one must simply accept.

This realm then seems to consist of three primary factors granting each of its members a degree of
sameness during its iteration here: g1, yinyang, and a nature. Both their tangible and intangible com-
ponents hold together under these three influences. Nevertheless, one other contributor would seem
to play a hand as well, but because this fourth factor cannot be said to belong to this realm, it is best

discussed 1n the context of trans-iterative sameness.

Given the firm bifurcation of realms, one might anticipate an equally firm aversion to its violation.
One would expect no doorways connecting the two domains, no prospect of entry or exit, and no
hope of cycling in and out. Rather, one anticipates an impervious wall or chasm preventing any sort
of continuity; everything should be confined to one side or the other. One might even expect the
magnification of birth and death, or perhaps actuation and termination, as terminal points of embar-

kation and debarkation. This, however, i1s not how things are.

Inter-Iterative Continuity

Notwithstanding the stark ontological contrast between realms, two transition events are frequent oc-
currences. The first 1s the shift from existence to non-existence and the other is the shift from non-
existence to existence. The first terminates a waning iteration and initiates a waxing iteration, while the
second terminates a waxing iteration and initiates a waning iteration. A transition event—a crossing
from realm to realm—is thus simultaneously an end and a beginning. As previously mentioned, “an

accumulation takes formation as its commencement and takes dispersion as its termination (253 L

B Ryt > LABERTF5%%)” (55), yet correspondingly,

A dispersion takes desolation as its commencement and takes the realisation of a form as its

termination.

BB LI E Rttt > DUPE R - (5))
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Analogous to a lifespan that begins with accumulation and ends with disintegration 1s a span that begins
with disintegration and ends with accumulation. What exactly a dispersion is like no one can know,
nor can one ascertain the obscure phase it launches, yet it seems that transition points are both endings
and beginnings. Dispersion-induced desolation marks a new start, and the realisation of a form spells

doom no less than does dispersion.

The first of the two transition events to be discussed 1s the culmination of a waning iteration. Bidding
farewell to existence and activity, one reverts to long-awaited nothingness and rest. With Zhang Zhan,

we may note two passages in which the Zhuangz effectively makes this point:

The Zhuangzi states, “death 1s rest.”

AETH: SRR IRE - (73)

The Zhuangz states, “The universe has encumbered me with a form, burdened me with life,

disregarded me with old age, and rested me with death.”

HETH: RS - AL > R > BEIRDBEH. © (74)

Death mitiates a period of respite. Crossing from an existence iteration into a non-existence iteration

affords precious rest:

Only after death can one rest fully prostrate.

MESEIM &R SRR - (76)

Notwithstanding the inscrutability of any experience “after death (srerhou E[f[i{%),” one could hardly
mmagine looking forward to dissolution were there not some relief beyond it. Accordingly, Graham
summarises two of the arguments in “Heaven’s Gifts” as “life 1s perpetual toil, and death 1s a well-
earned rest” and “perhaps we shall enjoy death more than life” (1990, 15), pointing to an inter-iterative

continuity in which an experiencer of life becomes an experiencer of death.

The other transition event is the culmination of a waxing iteration. Bidding farewell to nothingness
and cherished rest, one reverts to engagement with an active world." Through a formation event,
something that had belonged to the nondescript other realm “steps into (sheyu H1Y)” this variegated

one.

Even that as large as heaven and earth or as numerous as the multitude of items, upon stepping
mto the portion of actuation and upon involvement with the realm of action and use, throughout

alterations of existence and loss complies with what naturally occurs.

BERMZ K > BRLZ R ANEAEZ Sy BRBIA I - FUEE - BAZE - ()

" Hence, “suffering a form, one can’t help but nurture it, and incurring actuation, one can’t help but indulge it GEIZRIANEERNE - #4= R

FHEAER)” (36).
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Stepping into the portion of activity, there 1s no acquiring momentary nothingness.

HIAEZ 53 > AMFEHEL - ()

Not only do all things “exit non-existence to enter existence, as well as disperse from existence to
return to non-existence (H A » BA K 4E),” but in freely stepping across boundaries, they di-

minish—rather than magnify—the significance of transition events:

All stepping into shifting soil entails that I actuate and that another perishes; taken to the

extreme, the principle is that since there is no actuation, neither is there perishing.

EASE b2 % > AIPAEIMIGE - iz 2R isk - RIEREA: - TR I - (36)

Immunity to death and birth is the ultimate boon to continuity.

In reality, the two transition points—stepping into and out of existence—erect no barrier to continuity.

Due to the perpetual undergoing of termination and commencement, in principle there 1s

actually neither termination nor commencement.

HOSAIB BAAA © TR EHRARIAE - (55).

To whatever the Liezr's central figure Master Lie was speaking when he told his student Baifeng “you
were never born and will never die (R E 4R EJEH),” the two transition events are quite irrelevant.

Something 1s born and dies, but it 1s not Baifeng. Notwithstanding the confinement of ¢z, yinyang, and

natures to a single realm, inter-iterative movement would seem to pose no challenge.

Trans-Iterative Continuity

“Perhaps we shall be reborn elsewhere,” Graham presents as a message of “Heaven’s Gifts” (1990,
15), highlighting the prospect of continuity across multiple iterations. Something currently waning to-
ward non-existence may eventually reemerge to do so once again, albeit in a different form. Just as

one’s life is temporary, so is one’s death:

The sages knew that life 1s not eternal existence, and that death 1s not eternal annihilation.

" In full, this passage reads as follows: “Exiting non-existence to enter existence, dispersing from existence to return to non-existence, there
is nothing that does not derive from this ({4 A » $0HE K - BEREZ )7 (7).

“The full statement in Graham reads, “Only he and I know that you were never born and will never die (B AT A E 4 K ESE
)7 (1990, 21; Xiao 1990, 35).
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BAHENERF > SEAKME - (46)

The authoritative knowers of the past apparently indicated that a life phase not only precedes a death
phase but also succeeds it." Death eventually yields to life. Just as the day begins with waking up and
ends with falling asleep, the night begins with falling asleep and ends with waking up. One does little
more than consecutively sleep and wake, understandably minimising the significance of transition
events. Although the Liez states that regarding issues of life and death “only the sage knows whom to

side with and whom to reject (MEEE AHIFFER » H1F7ZE)” (Graham 1990, 26; Xiao 1990, 73), it is

nonetheless advisable to view death as sleep, rather than as permanent loss:

The one taking life and death as sleep, side with this one. The one bereaved and forgetting

return, reject this one.

DUAESE Ridif s - Bl - Bgieslie s > X2 ° (1))

The ZZC promise of linking iterations one after another—continuity across iterations—effectively ac-
complishes the “reconciliation with death” which Graham encapsulates as “the theme of this chapter”
(1990, 15). Despite the difficulty in imagining the intra-iterative continuity that a formless sleeper might

preserve, the other provides some parallels, both within and across iterations.
The other depicted 1n the “Heaven’s Gifts” source text plausibly bears some resemblance to one’s
own trans-iterative throughline:

The Unborn 1s by our side yet alone,

The Unchanging goes forth and returns.

Going forth and returning, its successions are endless;

By our side and alone, its Way is boundless. (Graham 1990, 18)

AAEESE > MEBEE - HE > HEARE 52l > HIEAAES - (1)

This eternal one that, according to the “Heaven’s Gifts” source text, “goes on and on, something which
almost exists (GR4FA{F)” (Graham 1990, 18; Xiao 1990, 1), is both “by our side” and, as Graham
may have understood it, in close enough relationship with something to merit the translation “its Way”

for gidao EL3E.” Whether one follows Graham’s translation—as below—or not, it is no less clear that

something endures the churning of gz

'* Chow Ta-hsing considers such ZZC passages that diminish death as assuming a collective viewpoint according to which death is not eternal
annihilation for the totality of ¢ Nevertheless, it is unclear why a sage would be required to confirm such an obvious truth, and it also
seems unlikely that the first half was intended collectively. A mid-sentence shift of perspective from the individual to the collective also

seems unlikely and would likewise not require a sage’s confirmation. See Chow 2017, 86-88.

’ Michael likely articulates a more appropriate reading of the term dao in this text: “This usage of the term dao is very interesting, because
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Through unceasing successions and gr-form transformations, its Way never ends.

FUHHER] - PSR HEAs

Both collectively and individually, the myriad things are always changing, yet something is not.

The other remains so near at hand that it pervades all things, even one’s own body. Like the thread-
like element linking the beads of one’s consecutive iterations, it too latently accompanies, and even

occupies, each of the myriad things:

The actuator of the actuated is unactuated, and the former of the formed is unformed.

Therefore, it is able to actuate and form the myriad things, within my body immutable.

REAYIEANLE  WIVYERIY - SRELEY) - RS - (56)

“Within my body,” the otherresembles that latent interlocutor of Master Lie that was both present in

his grbased student Baifeng and incapable of birth or death.

The nature of the relationship between oneself and one’s temporary grbased assignment 1s opaque.
An accumulation of ¢r1s neither a person nor a possession, but an expression of the other. Were a
body a person, dispersion would equal annihilation and cause for bereavement, which it does not. As

for the prospects of possessing a body,

If a body belongs to you, then beauty, ugliness, death, and life are under your control. That g7
has presently accumulated and actuated 1s something you could not forbid. The dispersion of
giand perishing 1s also something that you cannot prevent. This makes it clear that it 1s entrusted,

forms of itself, and 1s not your possession.

EEEAA > AIRESLE - EFZEL - SREMA - AR o SRESE > A
REIEAY - BREZEEME - JELZ A - (94)

One neither zs a giform nor owns a giform. A giform merely expresses the other; the myriad things
are expressions, like sentences or dance moves. Using the more literal term “ten thousand” in referring

to the myriad things, Rudolf Wagner thus articulates a Neo-Daoist perspective that the other

“shines forth” and “comes about” in and through the manifold specifications of the ten thousand kinds
of entities. In a sense, 1t "depends" on the specificity of the specific entities in order to be as their
"negative" "That-by-which"; without the specific entities, it "would have nothing" in which to "shine forth"
and "come about." (Wagner 2003, 61)

it is In some ways just like a typical dao pertaining to some particular way or method, like the dao of the king or the dao of warfare. In
other words, in the single instance in Liezi’s cosmogony where he uses the term dao, there is nothing particularly cosmic about it in relation

to the notion of the source from which all things come” (2011, 109).
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Just as a musical expression or a verbal expression alters while cohering as a single expression, an
object through its expression gains the last of the four previously discussed sources of intra-iterative
continuity. Nonetheless, that latent associate which neither s nor owns a temporary form persists un-

observed.

Not only is the nature of the relationship between bodies and anything transcending them obscure,
but so is the practical outworking of this affiliation. Objects are constantly coming and going, yet some-

thing immutable accompanies them.

Actuation and change mutually derive, and existence and perishing go in turn; the sequence 1s

uninterrupted.”

AN > FUEE > BEERT - 6)

Who can fathom the alternations of birth and death? That which is born here perhaps dies
there, or that which dies there perhaps is born here.... Despite myriad forms and changes, the

immutable persists and returns to immutability.

RASEEL - BHRDHRERP £ - SO - SEIRGEE > SR - ... BREIL
A EEFERR A E © 46-47)

It is easy to see that for anything besides the fleeting forms of the myriad things, birth and death are as
negligible as previously asserted. In the entirety of both this realm and the other one, only grbased

forms come and go. Only grbased forms are locked into a single iteration.

Under these circumstances, not only are the gaining and losing of existence rather negligible, but ob-

jects themselves have no great value, as legendary ruler Shun seemingly desired to reveal:

Shun wanted to show that all existing things without exception are as nothing.

SEACR B BRI - (94)

Seeing that iterations are of so little significance, one should remain unsurprised when noting with

Zhang Zhan the distance that both Laozi Z - and Zhuangzi #F felt from these temporary bodies:

Laoz states, “that which causes me great harm 1s that I have a body.” Zhuangz states, “One

hundred bones and six organs, which one do I take as intimate?”

ErH T TERUAERE > BREAS, HETH T T EBNE SRR 7 5 (100)

" The choice to translate /¥ as “sequence” here derives from the temporal context.
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Woaking from sleep again and again to discover one’s temporary partner, as well as bidding farewell to
body after body while fading into nothingness, could be expected to blunt the novelty of births, deaths,

and forms.

Unfortunately, however, trans-iterative continuity does not yield trans-iterative knowledge:

The living do not know death, yet the dead likewise do not know life. Since at its formation, it

doesn’t know its termination, at its termination, how could it know its formation?

A ZAHISE - WEFEZAFIAE  BUEHR » FRIHEE o RIS > TRAHIEEL 2 (90)

Neither the living nor the dead know what awaits. The living do not know of the demise that will cap
off their waning reversion and the dead do not know of the formation that will close out their waxing
reversion, but presumably they also lack knowledge of past iterations. It is the sages who assure us of

that which we could not otherwise know: death is as fleeting as life.

Trans-iterative continuity, like inter-iterative continuity, rests on the authority of others. Still, there is
no great cause for doubt. No one knows better than the sages. While persisting within any single

iteration, all things maintain an affinity with that which exceeds all iterations:

The mind and the great void alike are empty; fleshly forms and the myriad things all possess

them.

FTERRETRZE - PR SLEYMEA T - (100)

The source of one’s trans-iterative continuity is opaque, but it could not be otherwise. Such metaphys-
ical postulates are necessarily non-empirical. What it is that has survived its past forms and will

eventually survive its present form is hard to say, yet remains worthy of contemplation:

Evidence of this coming and going and proof of this formation and destruction, I am it; since

sentiment 1s neither that nor this, where does a heart reside?

R R BB B TIRERIZ BRI - R AL 2 (90)

‘What one 1s surely exceeds what one can know.
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Conclusion

In Daoist folklore, Master Lie was said to have ridden the wind, and in the fourth-century publication

of the Liezihe can be heard reporting,

I drifted with the wind East or West, like a leaf from a tree or a dry husk, and never knew

whether 1t was the wind that rode me or I that rode the wind. (Graham 1990, 37)

PR PY - R TR - A HIESRED 7 BREF 7 (127)

For some, such a claim may bolster the story that “Heaven’s Gifts” tells about the world, while others
will undoubtedly see it as further evidence of irrelevance. For them, even the Liezr’s erudite first com-
mentator Zhang Zhan would seem incapable of usefully contributing to contemporary metaphysical
discussion. His Eastern Jin Chinese posits about continuity and other matters seem charming, but

groundless.

Nevertheless, the human desire to make sense of a fundamentally senseless universe 1s irreproachable.
Modern people and premodern people alike have needed to sort through the data available to them
m order to figure out what’s what and to navigate the world day after day. Metaphysical speculation 1s

unavoidable, and we simply need to posit more than our observations can concretely reveal.

Neo-Daoist Zhang Zhan operated with a whole set of presuppositions that the world will never know.
Nevertheless, some aspects of his thinking peek through. There are two realms. The dao (or the othen
belongs to one realm and nearly everything else inhabits the other. The objects of this realm persist
for a time, but they are not the main show. The main show is whatever may survive their constant
cycling into and out of existence. Furthermore, continuity—within, between, and across iterations—is

both possible and plausible.

These are all things that one may believe. Zhang Zhan may have believed them. Even if he didn’t,
theories are little more than attempts to make sense of the universe, and seen in this light, a relatively
overlooked commentary from a relatively overlooked era can offer an important service. It can pro-

vide handles by which an otherwise unintelligible world can be grasped.
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