READING: ZHUANGZI ON LIFE AND LEARNING

The text below is the beginning of Zhuangzi chapter 3, “The Secret of Caring for Life,”
which begins with a discussion of learning, followed by the story about Cook Ding
already mentioned in the lecture. As you read through these stories, think to yourself
about the following questions:

"Why do both stories above talk about different trades: a cook and a carpenter? What
are these stories about?"

1. Zhuangzi, “The Secret of Caring for Life”:

Cook Ding was cutting up an ox for Lord Wenhui. At every touch of his hand, every
heave of his shoulder, every move of his feet, every thrust of his knee -- zip, zoop! He
slithered the knife along with a zing, and all was in perfect rhythm, as though he were
performing the dance of the Mulberry Grove or keeping time to the Jingshou music."

"Ah, this is marvelous!" said Lord Wenhui. "Imagine skill reaching such heights!" Cook
Ding laid down his knife and replied, "What | care about is the Way (Dao), which goes
beyond skill. When | first began cutting up oxen, all | could see was the ox itself. After
three years | no longer saw the whole ox. And now -- now | go at it by spirit and don't
look with my eyes. Perception and understanding have come to a stop and spirit
moves where it want. | go along with the grains that are naturally there, strike in the big
hollows, guide the knife through the big openings, and follow things as they are. So |
never touch the smallest ligament or tendon, much less a main joint.

"A good cook changes his knife once a year - because he cuts. A mediocre cook
changes his knife once a month - because he hacks. |'ve had this knife of mine for
nineteen year.; and I've cut up thousands of oxen with it, and yet the blade is as good
as though it had just come from the grindstone. There are spaces between the joints,
and the blade of the knife has really no thickness. If you insert what has no thickness
into such spaces, then there's plenty of room -- more than enough for the blade to play
about it. That's why after nineteen year, the blade of my knife is still as good as when it
first come from the grindstone.

"However, whenever | come to a complicated place, | size up the difficulties, tell myself
to watch out and be careful, keep my eyes on what I'm doing, work very slowly, and
move the knife with the greatest subtlety, until - flop! the whole thing comes apart like
a clod of earth crumbling to the ground. | stand there holding the knife and look all



around me, completely satisfied and reluctant to move on, and then | wipe off the knife
and put it away." "Excellent!" said Lord Wenhui. "I have heard the words of Cook Ding
and learned how to care for life!"
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2. Zhuangzi, “In the World of Men”

Carpenter Shi went to Qi, and when he got to Crooked Shaft, he saw a serrate oak
standing by the village shrine. It was broad enough to shelter several thousand oxen
and measured a hundred spans around, towering above the hills. The lowest branches
were eighty feet from the ground, and a dozen or so of them could be made into boats.
There were so many sightseers that the place looked like a fair, but the carpenter didn't
even glance around and went on his way without stopping. His apprentice stood
staring for a long time and then ran after Carpenter Shi and said, "Since I first took up
my ax and followed you, Master, | have never seen timber as beautiful as this. But you
don't even bother to look, and go right on without stopping. Why is that?"

"Forget it -- say no more!" said the carpenter. "It's a worthless tree! Make boats out of
it and they'd sink; make coffins out of it and they'd rot in no time; make vessels and
they'd break at once. Use it for doors and it would sweat sap like pine; use it for posts
and the worms would eat them up. It’s not a timber tree - there's nothing it can be
used for. That's how it got to be that old!"

After Carpenter Shi returned home, the oak tree appeared to him in a dream and said,
"What are you comparing me with? Are you comparing me with those useful trees?
The cherry apple, the pear, the orange, the citron, the rest of those fructiferous trees
and shrubs - as soon as their fruit is ripe, they are torn apart and subjected to abuse.
Their big limbs are broken off, their little limbs are yanked around. Their utility makes
life miserable for them, and so they don't get to finish out the years Heaven gave them,



but are cut off in mid-journey. They bring it on themselves -- the pulling and tearing of
the common mob. And it is the same way with all other things. "As for me, |'ve been
trying a long time to be of no use, and though | almost died, I've finally got it. This is of
great use to me. If | had been of some use, would | ever have grown this large?
Moreover, you and | are both of us things. What's the point of this -- things
condemning things? You, a worthless man about to die -- how do you know I'm a
worthless tree?"

When Carpenter Shi woke up, he reported his dream. His apprentice said, "If it's so
intent on being of no use, what's it doing there at the village shrine?" "Shhh! Say no
more! It is only resting there. If we carp and criticize, it will only conclude that we don't
understand it. Even if it weren't at the shrine, do you suppose it would be cut down? It
protects itself in a different way from ordinary people. If you try to judge it by
conventional standards, you'll be way off!"

EH<E, ZETFohER R#ds, HAR%ETS Z2eE HesRU+HMmEas, H
AILARES T, BENh, ERFE ZXTAR. BFREBz, EXE A, B
TEERFTLUBXF RERMMLESEDL, REFSH, 778 [AHM21 B: TE
R, 7IE2R ' A, LAREDE, LAEEELERRE, AR &R LUAMFAR
B, UARRE., EFMaKE, BFATA HREERZE. |

ERER ##RZH: ITREFLLFTH?ERLFRIXRIM? k48, 3, F. H.

R. mzE BFRAZ, HAE K&, DEoH, BUHBEREAEH, BMFAREAXE
meEXR, BRERMAEN, MEFREZ. BFREMTRAAR, %% D562, A
FRA, FFHMAR B/ALXOMR? B, FEFPHEYH, SAKEBEYH 2™
EIEZERAN, XRBHMBA! | EREMZES. HFH . HREIER, BlALETR?

B: %! 58E | RAEFE, UATHNCEREL., TAatE, BXEETF ! A4,

WHEHR, HRE, LUEZZ, FTEF! )

(Adapted from Sources of Chinese Traditions, pp. 106 - 107)
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