


A NEVER-STABLE WORD: ZHUANGZI'S ZHIYAN E &
AND ‘TIPPING-VESSEL’ IRRIGATION

Daniel Fried

Introduction: “Goblet-words” as Metadiscourse

The Entrusted Words (“Yu yan” B &) chapter of the Zhuangzi §f F has
traditionally played a strong role in critical reception, not least because
it marks the first occurrence of the compound yuyan # E in extant
texts. That chapter begins with a discussion of yuyan in conjunction
with chongyan B & (“repeated words”), and zhiyan [& & (traditionally
understood as “goblet words”), and opens as follows, with a statement
of what appears to be the relative proportions of the linguistic modes
in the text, and with an explication of their function, in what has been
called a “Zhuangzian rhetoric:”!

BETN EE+tL ESHW  MUKR - B+ B
o BN REFHE - HORE  TEERLED  JEERD
AZ TR - ROFRE - THEARNR  ARCARS - BRD
RIEZ -EETL MLCED  RAEL - 42  MELE
FRLUMEEE » RISt - ATELLA » #ACED « AR
NiE - RZAMA -

The entrusted words are nine of ten; the repeated words, seven of
ten; “goblet words” come forth daily, and are harmonized with the
heavenly divisions. As for the entrusted words which are nine of
ten, these rely on external [figures] to make their points. A father
does not act as his own son’s matchmaker. For a father to praise
his own son is not as [convincing] as a non-father’s [praise]. This
isn’t my fault; it is the fault of people. People respond to what is
like themselves, and oppose what is unlike themselves; the like they
affirm and the unlike they deny. As for the repeated words which
are seven of ten, these are used to end discussion, for they are the

1. For this phrase, the author would like to credit Geoffrey Lloyd, as well as an
anonymous reviewer for Early China.




146 ZHUANGZ1'S ZHIYAN AND ‘TIPPING-VESSEL’ IRRIGATION

words of the venerable. One prior in years, and yet without warp
or woof, start or end —he is not prior. If the person is not prior in
this, he lacks the Way of being human; if the person lacks the Way
of being human, then he is just called “old.”2

The description of the zhiyan, “goblet words,” will be analyzed at
length below; for now, itis sufficient merely to note the context in which
the term is introduced, and the importance of that context to traditional
exegesis of the Zhuangzi. Both from cues in the passage itself, and also
from the fact that the triad is stressed as a descriptor of Zhuangzi’s veuvre
in the brief literary biography which appears in the final, “Tian xia” x
T chapter,? generations of readers have assumed that the three terms
are offered as a uniquely useful moment of self-reference on the part of
this cryptic text. The fine implications of the passage are not necessarily
all clear, but despite irresolvable questions surrounding the applicability
of all three terms, there is at least general consensus as to the meaning
of the first two. Yuyan seems to mean discourse which is “entrusted” to
personae rather than spoken in the author’s own voice, while chongyan
is speech attributed to famous historical figures. Often, especially given
the relative proportions of nine-tenths and seven-tenths accorded to
the first two terms, the “repeated terms” ate considered as a subset of
the “entrusted words:” most of Zhuangzi’s doctrines are attributed to
fictional personae, and most such attributions are made to respected
historical figures.

The passage is intriguing for several reasons. Because the “Tian xia”
attribution of self-reflexive intent seems consistent with both this text
itself and with its related intertexts in the “Qiwu lun” ¥, the passage
in question does seem like a useful tool for analyzing the literary method
of the early strata of the Zhuangzi. Moreover, the semiotic implications of
“entrusting” an idea to seemingly foreign narrative immediately refer-
ences the Zhuangzian critique of language which figures so prominently
in the “Discussion on Making Things Equal” (“Qiwu lun”) chapter, and
hence seems to act as a commentary upon the possible practical applica-
tions of that difficult-to-parse linguistic skepticism. Finally, of course, the
status of this passage as offering the first extant instance of the compound
yuyan means that the passage is of further interest to assessing the later
history of criticism. Of the three terms in the passage, the critical afterlife
of yuyan has obviously been the greatest; the modern usage of the word
to mean “allegory” derives from its founding association with Zhuangzi's

2. Guo Qingfan FU8EF, Zhuangzi jishi 3§ 7 548 (Taipei: Dingyuan, 2001), 947-49.
All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
3. Zhuanyzi jishi, 1098.
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actual literary practice, and of the three terms, yuyan entered common
critical parlance in a way that the other two did not.

However, while yuyan may have been the most fruitful of the three
terms in later critical history, the one which has always caused the most
serious hermeneutical difficulties is the third, zhiyan. While the first two
terms are both explained with relative clarity, and are obviously related
in both being forms of attribution, the term zhiyan, apparently something
other than attribution, is given exposition but no real explanation. The
passage cited above continues on to give much more attention to the
zhiyan than to the prior two terms:

EEHH - fLURR - BLIEhT  LUESE - A SRE - Hi
EATE  SHEHESED - GHES - SRS B HEE RET
ERETERELE - BEELNAT HEMM LA BE
sk - HEMIAR « BFR 2 RO BRI 2 TROE
9K o BFR] 2 ATRNA] o BETA] o TAIRAE] - MEERA - 1)
EEAral - B AR EPAA] - JEEE B MLLEH - BB
HA &PPE Dt - LITEIZARE - el > BEH R - 23
Ky - REEXRRMD -

“Goblet words” come forth daily, and are harmonized with the
heavenly divisions; through this they spread out and thus years
draw to a close. If one does not speak, then there is evenness; but
evenness [joined with] speech is uneven, and speech [joined with]
evenness is uneven. Therefore it is said: don’t speak. To speak
without speaking, this is to speak one’s whole life, to never cease
speaking. If one never speaks, one has never not spoken. There is a
source for the acceptable, and there is a source for the unacceptable;
there is a source for [being]-so, and there is a source for [being]-not-
so. How is it so? It is so because it is 50. How is it not so? It is not so
because it is not so. How is it acceptable? It is acceptable because it
is acceptable. How is it unacceptable? It is unacceptable because it
is unacceptable. Things certainly have that which makes them S0,
things certainly have that which makes them acceptable. Nothing
is not 5o, nothing is not acceptable. If there were not goblet words
to come forth daily, harmonized with the heavenly divisions, how
could one last long? All things are seeds, and yield to each 053
through differing forms. Beginning and ending are as a loop, Sﬁ?
no one to catch its principles: this is called the heavenly equality.
The heavenly equality is the heavenly division.*

4. Zhuangzi jishi, 949-50.
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The curiously wrought gnomic verse which begins this passage previ-
ously appeared, in somewhat altered form, in the “Qiwu lun” chapter.5
Indeed, the linguistic and thematic similarities of the “Yu yan” and the
“Qiwu lun” chapters are prime evidence for the generally-accepted
position that the “Yu yan” passage, unlike most of the material in the
“mixed chapters” (za pian ##&) should be accepted as material from
the same early stratum of writing as the “inner chapters” (nei pian [
%) generally 5 In regard to the description of the zhiyan cited above, all
parts of the quasi-gnomic verse except for the first, the one which actually
mentions zhiyan, are present in altered form in the “Qiwu lun,” and also
appear there conjoined with a similarly satiric attack on binary logic.

The “Qiwu lun” context is important, and will be invoked in the
analysis below. However, because that earlier mention is less explicit,
the definition of the term given in the “Yu yan” chapter has always been
more prominent in commentarial history —a history both confused and
confusing. Most commentators have construed the phrase as meaning
“goblet words;” but the results of doing so are so uncertain that an alter-
nate tradition, initiated by Sima Biao &) & & (d. 306 c.x.) has read zhi f§
as a substitution character for zhi 3%, meaning that Zhuang Zhou's #
& words are zhili 7 B, disorganized or chaotic.” Much of the problem
stems from deep confusion over what kind of vessel a zhi actually was.
From the first extant commentary by Guo Xiang [\ (252-312), the
tradition has always had access to a very strange definition: “The zhiis a
thing which tips over when full, and rights itself when empty, something

which cannot remain stable” %5 + j§R45 » ZERINM » JEREE 4 # Not
only is it difficult to understand what kind of a vessel would behave in
such a way, but widely-distributed images of zhi from the late impe-
rial period depict vessels that obviously would not behave in the way
described by Guo. As early as the Song -era art-historical catalogues
Kaogu tu Z @ and Xuanhe bogu tu H FIE B, the zhi is depicted as a

5. “Harmonize [antinomies] with the heavenly divisions; let them spread out through
[such harmonization], and thereby will years draw to a close” MZzUFER B2
W, L BESR (Zhuangzi jishi, 108).

6. See, for example, A.C. Graham, “How much of Chuang Tzu did Chuang Tzu
Write?” in Studies in Chinese Philosophy (New York: State University of New York Press,
1986), 294. More recently, Cui Dahua # % # has suggested the reverse, namely that
the passage cited in n.5 is an editorial interpolation from the “Yu yan” chapter. See
Cui, Zhuangzi yanjiu T35 (Taipei: Wenshizhe, 1999), 94. However, Cui does not
attempt to account for the other similarities in the speculations on language in the “Yu
yan” and “Qiwu lun” Ppassages, and most studies dedicated to the zhiyan continue to
treat the passage as “authentic” Zhuangzi.

7. Zhuangzi jishi, 948.

8. Zhuangzi jishi, 947.
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squat and flat-bottomed bowl or vase which appears very stable ® Later,
the eighteenth-century Xiging gujian 575 5 & depicts somewhat more
rounded versions of the zhi, but these, too, are bottom-heavy and un-
likely to tip spontaneously.®® Such images have been no&m.ma mo,a sMoamﬁ:
readers by the entry on zhi (variant /&) in the Hanyu da cidian «mmmummm
$, which depicts short cylindrical vessels, excavated from a Phoenix
Mountain (Fenghuangshan & /& 11/) tomb, which appear mrd:.mw to the
pieces in the Song catalogues.!! Given the problem of Bmﬁdbm such
images from the past millennium with older and apparently Enogvmﬁ
ible textual descriptions such as that of Guo, it is not to be wondered if
the reception history has been somewhat muddled. . 4

The multiplicity of meanings for the word zhi in early China will .Um
traced in the next section. For now, it is only necessary to note that, while
Guo Xiang's reading of an unstable vessel has always been available to
traditional exegetes, and its influence has persisted into modern com-
mentaries such as those of Zhang Mosheng 3§ 8 4,12 Chen Guying [# &%
f&, and A.C. Graham,™ which all discuss the zhiyan as a metaphor based

9. Lt Dalin & K, Kaogu tu %378, Yingyin Wenyuan Siku quanshu mm:wm@@
B % (Taipei: Taiwan shangwu, 1983), 840.260; Chongxiu X:n:m« vo%: tu MIEET
{1, ed. Wang Fu T, Yingyin Wenyuan Siku quanshu (Taipei: Taiwan shangwu,
1983), 840.720-21. e

omwﬁw‘ W_Ewm Shizheng 32 F IE etal., Xiging gujian P98 & %, Siku yishu congshu V4 # g8
A7 F (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 1991), 841.763—74. N,

11. Hanyu da cidian 25 K% # (Shanghai: Hanyu da cidian, 1995), w.oum.

12. “The zhi is a funnel, and zhiyan is funnel-like language. A funnel is hollow Bﬁ
bottomless, so that if one pours in water, it immediately leaks out . . . what chmdmw—
means by the zhiyan is that his language is without mxmmw mﬂ&om, like m, ?:Jmm_l: is
simply channeling the sound of nature” & § B> TEZ m&%ﬁ%wﬂm@mm °
SR REMBEN - REREEK wEIHNRT - SR EHME - 6
B RMEHERAR S EEUNES fRREXEME KRB EY (Zhang
Mosheng, Zhuangzi xinshi § T $7%8, cited in Chen Guying, Nr:nzmﬁ h.:ur: jinyi #
T4 & % 3% [Taipei: Taiwan shangwu, 1977], 793). Zhang's m.xmmnmanw: is mv_umaw::v.
an attempt to reconcile Guo with a passage from the Han Feizi #JE-F which will be
discussed below. - o

13. “Inmy opinion, the zhi is a wine vessel, and when the zh/ is full, it S:..: :,EE,m:v\
overflow. Hence Zhuangzi is using the “zhiyan” to explain that it isn’t that his Qv.mocawm
is leaky, but that—because centerless —it flows :mgnm‘E%: e wm 1 mwﬁwyw ’ \mmw@
T BRENHE  HFE TES RPAROERETERES - NRBLWE
PRI B (Chen Guying, Zhuangzi jinzhu jinyi, 793). o .

14. “’Spillover’ saying, the most important, is Qm&zo%m:%\ w:& Q:m time v_mcmwzv:
supposed to be named after a kind of vessel designed to tip and right :..mm:, when r:,ma
too near the brim. It is speech characterized by the intelligent spontaneity of Hﬁ.&%
behavior in general, a fluid language which keeps its equilibrium through changing
meanings and viewpoints” (A.C. Graham, Chuang-tzu: the Inner Chapters [London:
Allen and Unwin, 1981}, 107).
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on vessels that tip; hence, this paper is not exactly a project of recovery.
It is, rather, an attempt at clarification, for, although traditional and
modern exegetes have acknowledged the zhi as a tipping-vessel, no one
has yet explained what such a vessel was, or how it was used, and this
absence has encouraged modes of critical explication which skip over
the physical properties of the zhi too quickly. As a result, while there
is widespread agreement on what Zhuangzi ought to be saying (that
language is unreliable), there remains significant disagreement on the
details. Thus, in recent Chinese-language scholarship, the zhiyan is vari-
ously explained as partially allegorical dialogue, ' as toast-like speeches
ceremoniously offered to the reader,!¢ as words which are as endless as
acircle,”” as a circle encompassing yuyan and chongyan within itself,!® as
a functional equivalent to the fu 8 of fu-bi-xing B L. 8 poetic theory,?
and so on. English-language studies are fewer, but proceed upon similar
lines: John Allen Tucker recognizes the nature of the vessel described
by Guo but passes over the image itself for an immediate explication
of Zhuangzi's semiotic vision;° more recently, and with more attention
devoted to the commentarial history, Wang Youru has produced an
engaging reading of the zhiyan which, perhaps because it argues against
a semiotics of correspondence, declines to define the zhi.2! Perhaps most
symbolic of the passage’s reception history is Kuang-ming Wu, whose
rhapsodic meditation on the zhiyan relegates the problem of the zhi itself
to a footnote. 2

In such interpretations, there is general agreement that “goblet words”
are unstable language, either a particularly unstable form of language
peculiar to Zhuangzi, or Zhuangzi's conception of all language as an

15. Fan Mingguang #84# and Zang Yaoke §{ &}, “Huangmiu yu jietuo —shixi
Zhuangzi de jietuo zhi dao” W MM —AM (ET) IBIRZE, Luoyang daxue
xuebao % 55 BB H 19.1 (2004), 52

16. Li Binghai #1/#f§, ”Zhuangzi de zhiyan yu xian-Qin zhujiu ¢i” (HF) #WEE
L5 EAUE AL, Shehui kexue zhanxian ¥ & RHBER 19961, 191-g6.

17. Gao Limin & | &, “Yuyan de zhaoxia — Zhuangzi zhiyan chuyi” 35 = #) 8 5
{HEF) EEBB, Lanzhou xuekan WM # F| 2005.2, 50

18. Zhang Mei 3 #§, “Chonggu Zhuangzi de yuyan yishu—zhiyan” &% {FEF)
WIEEERHE -5 E, Dongfanyg luntan B 75 35 5 2003.2, 68.

19. Xiong Xianguang K& ¢ and Chen Jin B %)), “ Zhuangzi mingming yishu shitan”
(HEF ) s QBRI Xinan shifan daxue xuebao 75 % T #5 5 544 4 1998.4, 8s.

20. John Allen Tucker, “Goblet Words: The Chuang-tzu’s Hermeneutic on Words
and the Tao,” Chinese Culture 25.4 (1984), 26.

21. Youru Wang, “The Strategies of ‘Goblet Words’: Indirect Communication in the
Zhuangzi” Journal of Chinese Philosophy 31.2 (2004), 195-218.

22. Kuang-ming Wu, “Goblet Words, Dwelling Words, Opalescent Words,” The
Journal of Chinese Philosophy 15.1 (1988), 6.
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inherently unstable phenomenon. But this is not a particularly difficult
interpretation to make: any patient reader of the text knows very well,
by this late chapter, what Zhuang Zhou thought of language, and the
pointis driven home again by the earnest speech against speaking which
dominates the explanation of the “goblet words.” Moreover, although one
may never have seen a zhi, one knows it is some sort of vessel, and that it
“pours out.” Hence, we have a necessary conclusion of verbal fluidity, and
the increasing frequency in the later imperial period of the use of the term
zhiyan as an occasional term of modesty in self-deprecatory titles.??

But unspecified instability is the easy part of interpretation. The prob-
lem, of course, is to understand how the instability of language is to be
likened to the instability of a goblet. Is the choice of zhi a shorthand for
all goblets, which are poured out by human volition upon certain occa-
sions; and does the metaphor thereby signify human involvement in the
universal instability of language? Or is the zhi chosen for some property
peculiar to it, in which case “goblet words” would be the name of a liter-
ary mode? If the latter, is the mode separate from “imputed words” and
“repeated words,” or is it the category which encompasses both? And
then again, what do the references to “day” and “year” signify? Are we
to imply that this literary mode, or fundamental linguistic condition, is
temporally inflected? How?

Most exegetes do not bother to answer such questions. We stick with
what we know: the main point here is that Zhuang Zhou's language is
unstable. The details are rather irrelevant, to be attributed to Zhou's poeti-
cally bewildering sense of humor. Or else the obscurity here is obscurity
for obscurity’s sake, to demonstrate the problems with language which
are being asserted.

Moreover, it is hermeneutically satisfying to take the zhiyan as a sort
of metadiscursive commentary upon its own inexplicability. This trick
would be consistent with the technique of the prior passage: for the
explication of the “entrusted words” (yuyan), is itself entrusted to a meta-
phor about the utility of matchmakers. The chongyan has no appreciable
self-reflexive aspect, unless the exposition given is a quote from a now-
forgotten source, but it is tempting to continue on and read the zhiyan
self-reflexively nonetheless. When the text advocates a literary mode
which is difficult to parse, but has something to do with instability and
uncommunicativeness, it is easy to take one’s own incomprehension as
a demonstration of method.

23. Forexample, the Wild Words from an Arts Park (Yiyuan zhiyan B3 /8 F) of Wang
Shizhen & #f & (1526-90), or the Wild Words on Playing Stringed [Instruments] (Caoman
zhiyan #4815 &) of mathematician Mei Wending #5 7 i (1633-1721).
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There is something to this line of reasoning, since the passage comes
from the same linguistic playground as the “Qiwu lun,” where such self-
satirizing discourse clearly does operate. However, the metadiscursive
possibility of this later passage has been accidentally exaggerated by
loss of context: the word zhi is unstable, but not merely through Zhuang
Zhou's cryptic usage. Rather, careful attention to other classical texts,
combined with attention to recent archaeological research, can provide
evidence that the polysemy of the word zhi is very old, and certain strands
of traditional exegesis of the passage can be traced to misunderstandings
of what a zhi was for the Zhuangzi.

The Possibility of an Evolving Zhi

Although the zhi has changed repeatedly in ways which will be described
below, there has been little exegetical consciousness of the changes, or
even of the possibility of change. Nonetheless, the uncertainty of the
word did not have to remain a secret throughout the traditional period,
as the first evidence of multiple definitions has always been available
in the text of the Han Feizi. That text contains the only early metaphori-
cal use of the word zhi besides the examples in the Zhuangzi. There is a
double-narrative of the goblet, offered in the “Wai chushuo you shang”

IhEEE A b chapter:

HHELFRE B I5ETE2EE ) BREE - AT LUEK
Fo) BEE TAE < THESMNTR  ATLUSETE 2 B
B TAf e ) ¥HE TRERERD TR > aTLUEE - i
HFT®oEE  E& MEE - &> o0k BIARGE
R SAATMREABREZE  REEEZEEH  #F
BE > RREW AHRD - BES: TR - BEMERHD
LB BRIE CBRBRATZAE REFRE BESMmE
AFIE A -

—H-HERARBEE TSE0LZEMEY FREMNSE
B BE - BALER ) BB TLUEE - ERAH: THEZ
% MATLEE  UHSEEE > ) B8 T84 - ) 2808

TRAEMEMAREZE WEEEZEY - ) ERABRM
o HRER L RE > R F N ESE -
Duke Tang Xi said to Lord Zhao, “Now, suppose you had an opulent
jade goblet, but it was open rather than stoppered [at the bottom);

could it be used to hold water?” Lord Zhao said, “No, it couldn’t.”
“If one had a clay vessel that did not leak, could this be used to hold

DANIEL FRIED 153

wine?” Lord Zhao said, “Yes, it could.” [Tang Xi] replied, saying,
“The clay vessel is extremely cheap, but as it does not leak, it can
be used to hold wine. Though one has an opulent jade goblet, and
though it be extremely precious, if it is not stoppered and leaks, it
cannot even hold water, so who would pour liquor into it? Now,
when you are the ruler of men, and you let leak the advice of your
assembled ministers, this is like an unstoppered jade goblet: though
you might have sagely wisdom which no one could descry, it will
leak out.” Lord Zhao said, “It is so.” After Lord Zhao heard the
words of Duke Tang Xi, ever afterward whenever he wished to
carry out some grand affair, he always slept alone, lest he spoke in
his sleep and let people know of his plots.

Another version says: Duke Tang Xi saw Lord Zhao and said,
“Now, if you had an unstopped goblet of white jade, and a stoppered
clay one, and you were thirsty, which one would you use to take a
drink?” The prince said, “I would use the clay goblet.” Duke Tang
Xi said, “Though the goblet of white jade is beautiful, the reason
you would not use it to drink would be because it is unstoppered?”
The prince said, “Yes.” Duke Tang Xi said, “To be the lord of men
and let leak the words of one’s assembled ministers, this is like an
unstoppered jade goblet.” Every time Duke Tang Xi appeared and
left, Lord Zhao would be sure to sleep alone, as he was afraid lest
he let his words leak to his wives or concubines.

The differences between these two versions of the story are not often
remarked upon, because they are so similar, and because the moral of
the story is clear and identical in both cases. For a reader interested in
the Han Feizi as political philosophy, the difference between the versions
is reducible to a quibble over precise wording.

However, if one is trying to trace the history of the zki, there is a sig-
nificant discrepancy between the versions. In the second version, both
the jade and the clay objects are zhi while the first version of the narrative
only considers the jade to be a zhi and makes it plain by contrast that
the clay is some other kind of anonymous vessel (gi £%). The difference
between clay and jade is not merely one of material, or even of class
status: it is a difference in field of signification. If a zhi is a zhi, irrespec-
tive of the material, then zhi-ness consists only in form: the word must
mean a drinking-vessel of a particular shape. If, on the other hand, a
zhi can only be made of an expensive material, then class-associations,
and perhaps ritual or ceremonial usage, are part of the word’s basic

24. Chen Qiyou 7 BR, Han Feizi jishi 48 36 7 $842 (Taipei: Guojia, 1983), 735-36.
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signification. Presumably, the different sources from which Han Fei (or
his early redactors) culled these narratives had different understandings
about whether a zhi was simply a vessel of a given shape, or a vessel with
definite class associations.

The point is important because there is abundant evidence that
mutually contradictory understandings of the zhi were simultaneously in
circulation, at least until the end of the Six Dynasties period. The earliest
and best-attested usage of the word is to describe the sort of high-class
jade vessel understood by the first of the Han Fei narratives above. In the
Records of the Historian (Shi ji 89 Z), the vessel is almost always mentioned
in the context of highly formal occasions, often in conjunction with toasts
for longevity and ritual dedications or contracts. So, for example, in the
history of Xiang Yu 31 ¥} (232-202), Sima Qian & 5 i# writes, “The Earl
of Xiang went in to see the Duke of Pei. The Duke of Pei raised a goblet
of wine to his health, and proposed a marriage [between their houses}”
HBEARML - MABEHAS  HAEBR>S Or, more significantly,
in the history of Gaozu & # (Liu Bang B1#[}, 247-195): “When the Wei-
yang palace was completed, Emperor Gaozu assembled the nobles and
ministers, and had wine set out in the Anterior Hall of the Weiyang
Palace. Then Gaozu raised a jade goblet, and toasted the health of the
Taishang huang (his father)” K& E - HHAHEE 5> BfiE
AR - EHELE > £B K EE B 2 The same narrative is told in
the History of the Han (Han shu J#), with slightly different wording
but retaining the use of the zhi.?” Moreover, the Later Han authority
on rites, Ying Shao fE&f) (fl. 189-194) wrote in his commentary to these
lines, “A regional drinking-vessel for ritual use; formerly made of horn,
holding four sheng; formerly the word zhi [& was written zhi [or di} AR
WYEE D - HLUAPE  ZIOH © HEFIEME2 According to the
Record of Luoyang Monasteries (Luoyang gielan ji ¥& B3 {1 BEE0), there were
anumber of elegantly carved red jade goblets (chi yu zhi 7 E &) among
the treasures of the imperial house during the Northern Wei.? These are
the earliest independent corroborations of the Zhuangzi and Han Feizi
usages, as there are no other pre-Qin texts which speak of zhi.%

25. Shiji £3¢ (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1982), 7.312.

26. Shi ji, 8.386.

27. Han shu % (1962; Beijing: Zhonghua, 1975), 1.66.

28. Han shu, 1.66.

29. Yang Xuanzhi $12, Luoyang gielan ji jiaoshi 1§ 55 85 30158, ed. Zhou Zumo
JE #HE# (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1963), 165.

30. Li Binghai has identified the Warring States zhi & with the Shang and Western
Zhou zhi f, usually described as bronze ware (Li, “Zhuangzi de zhiyan,” 192). The iden-
tification may be doubtful. However, if one were to accept it, then there are numerous
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The ceremonial context is not necessarily the only possible field for
conceiving the usage of the zhi-as-goblet. For example, the definition
of the object given in the Shuowen 387 is “a round vessel . . . used for
moderation in drink and food” /& [ 88 H1---FF L 87 &% & 2 However, this
rather odd explanation is not supported by other sources, and it is this
decorous, high-class connotation, and connection with toasts for longev-
ity which attached to the zhi in the mainstream of later literature. So, for
example, Bao Zhao i (c. 421-465) wrote, in one textual variant, “I offer
you a goblet of fine wine” # & E . % .3 In the Tang, we have Zhang
Ji's BB FE (768-830) lines, “I place a jade goblet full of wine before you,
and, bowing, wish you immortality” TERBEEEN > BEREETHE
H,% and Du Mu’s 47 (803-852), “News of victory is congratulated at
Cloud Terrace, the officials bow and offer longevity-goblets” {ERE &
o NS T % In the Ming B, Chen Xianzhang 4 gt & (1428-1500)
writes in the preface to a birthday-poem, “As I was stuck at my post, |
wasn’t able to toast the longevity of “Liangshan” with a goblet. Therefore,
[ composed these lines as a [sort of ] toast” B E <F » T8 %E B A
HiF - K {FR 5 LIFEZ % And so on; examples are numerous.

The great problem with this tradition is that it is apparently completely
alien to the description of the zhiyan in Zhuangzi, “Goblet words come
forth daily,” but the zhi of the mainstream tradition is not a container for
daily use; it is a specialized goblet for elite usage on ceremonial occasions.
Harmonizing the “heavenly divisions” might seem appropriate to a ves-
sel with quasi-ritualistic association, but * [pouring] out” (chu {#}) would
not— the ritual associated with the zhi is ritual toasting, not libation. And
again, manyan &7 is hardly appropriate to the metaphor —it would be an
awful mess if meant to describe alcohol. However, the real impossibility

references to the vessel in other relevant early texts. Most of these speak of the vessel as
a high-class goblet, just as Sima Qian and Ban Gu HE[E] later do of the other zhi J&. For
example, the Record of Rites (Li ji # 37 ) dictates, “The venerable are to raise goblets, and
the subalterns to raise horns” & 3 ¥4 BEBA (Liji Zheng zhu BT [Taipei:
Xuehai, 1979], 7.307). For a description and illustration of the =/t (), see Guo Baojun
&89, Shang Zhou tongqi qun zonghe yanjiu % B SRR NG S (Beijing: Wenwu,
1981), 144 and accompanying plates.

31. Shuowen jiezi 3 U ARF (Taipei: Dingwen, 1993), 10.1084.

32. “Ni “Xinglu nan’ shiba shou” 178+ "\ &, Bao Canjun jizhu S EHE T
(Taipei: Muduo, 1982), 224.

33. “Duange xing” S 31T, Zhan g Jijizhu SRS, ed. Li Dongsheng % 2.4 (Hefei:
Huangshan, 1989), 73.

34. "Shaonian xing” "PHAT, Du Mu quanji ¥4 3 8 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji,
1997), 54.

35. “Shou Zhang fuzhou liushiyi shi xu” 835 883 7+ —2%1%, Baishazi quanji (37
F 34 (Taipei: Heluo tushu, 1974), 1.247.
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of reading the text as referring to the ceremonial zhi is the final phrase:
“And thereby years draw to a close.” The primary association of the zhi
is its usage in proposing toasts of longevity —giongnian E§4F, suggesting
death, is exactly the wrong thing to say while holding a zhi—a context
of toasting would presumably demand “lengthen years” (yannian ZE )
or something equivalent. If this text is subject to interpretation at all, it
must be referring to something other than the goblet of the above-cited
passages.

Thankfully for the work of interpretation, the same word is used to
refer to very different kinds of vessels in the ancient period; and prior to
the Tang, the above usage to describe ceremonial goblets co-exists with
a usage to describe something very different, and much stranger: the
self-tipping and self-righting vessel mentioned by Guo Xiang, above.
This explanation is cryptic enough in itself, especially if one assumes
that the zhi must be a ceremonial goblet. Later critics do indeed assume
that, and are forced to understand Guo as saying that one tips a goblet
(to drink from it) when it is full, and that one sets it upright on the table
again when one has drained it dry. So, for example, the Cheng Xuanying
FX 23 (fl. 632—650) subcommentary to Guo writes, “A zhi is a wine ves-
sel. ... This zhi is tipped over when full, and is righted when empty: its
fullness or emptiness depend on things, and its tipped or upright state
depend on people” & - & th - - RE WM - BERI > Z=@E
¥ > ¥R {NEE A % The subtle shift between Guo's and this gloss tells us
what has been lost between the Han and the Tang: Guo Xiang does not
feel the need to define what a zhi is, he only points out its most important
property —instability. The note is laconic, and one cannot be certain of
whether ging and yang are meant as active or passive verbs; nonetheless,
the natural flow of the sentence implies no personal agency. Indeed, the
final phrase militates against it: “one cannot hold it fast” would be a non
sequitur. The implication of a natural reading of Guo is that the goblet
is unstable in itself, not that it is tipped or righted by a human agent.
Obviously unaware of any meaning of zhi other than that of the table-
goblet, Cheng offers what must have seemed a sensible clarification of
Guo: when it is full, one pours out the goblet (i.e., drinks from it); and
when one has poured it all out, one stands it upright on the table again.
Hence, the fullness or emptiness depends on the object itself, but its
upright or inclined position depends on human agents.

However, Guo’s actual reference is to an object described in greater
detail in the Xunzi # ¥

36. Zhuangzi jishi, 947.
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LFERRBELZRE  FHEE  FLTFRNFEHED : ThAE
w2 TREE  THEABLEZR ) ALTE : TEMELEE
H o mRIA o RRIE - @R ) ALFEES TR THEKE -
HTRKMEZ - RTE  WH o BT LT EATRE
M BEEmMTEES ) FRE TRMESREETE 2 LT
B THRBARA > SFZLU&  VERT > SFZ LI B SR
SPZLME  BRVE  SFE LR AERmBy St

Confucius looked into the ancestral shrine of Duke Huan of Lu, and
there was a tipping-vessel there, and Confucius asked of the shrine
steward, “What is this vessel?” The steward answered, “This is a
“Vessel to Assist the Throne.” Confucius said, “I have heard that
"Vessels to Assist the Throne’ slant when they are empty, stand
upright when half-full, and tip over when full.” Confucius looked
at it and said to his disciples, “Pour water into it.” So his disciples
brought water and poured it in: it stood upright when half-full,
tipped over when full, and then slanted when empty. Confucius
heaved a long sigh, and said, “Oh! How could there be that which is
full and does not tip over?” Zilu said, “May I ask, is there a Way of
maintaining fullness?” Confucius said, “Perceptiveness and sagely
knowledge is to be kept by foolishness, a worldwide achievement is
to be kept by yielding, bravery in protecting the world is to be kept
by cowardice, the prosperity of the globe is to be kept by modesty,
and this is what is called the “Way of Bringing through Losing.”

Given a knowledge of the modern high-school level physics curricu-
lum, it is not hard to imagine the design of such a vessel: the handles,
acting here as the pivot point, must be located below the center of grav-
ity of the vessel when full. Further detail will be left for the analysis of
actual archaeological finds of such vessels given below; for now, it is
enough to note that the similarity of Guo’s phrasing to that of the Xunzi
is unmistakable, and argues strongly for the identification of the zhi of
Zhuangzi with the gigi (#(8%) of Xunzi.

Such an identification is further supported by the Wenzi X+, which
attests: “The ancient monarchs had a warning-vessel, called an "urging-
goblet. This righted itself when poured out, and turned over when filled”
ZERFWHMIE e AHE « BpENE - H R HH % The Wenziis, of

course, a problematic text, and one needs to use it cautiously in attesting

37. Xunzi #F, ed. Liao Jilang I # f (Taipei: Guoli bianyiguan, 2002), 2.2145.
38. Xu Lingtu 81T, Tongxuan zhenjing 38 ¥ M (Beijing: Zhonghua, 1985), 56.
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a pre-Qin identification of the zhi with the gigi. Traditionally attributed
to a student of Laozi # -f named Xin Jian F#ff, the earliest extant text
is from a Tang-era commentary by Xu Lingfu & F¥; for much of the
19" and 20" centuries, the received text was considered a simple forgery
by Xu. However, in 1973, a partial text of the work was discovered on
bamboo strips in a Han-era tomb in Hebei, and this text was found to
have numerous portions similar or identical to the Xu Lingfu text. Since
the complete bamboo text remains were published in Wenwu 4 in
1995,% research has accelerated,* and the emerging consensus is that the
bamboo-strip text is probably a late Warring States document, and that
the version received by Xu Lingfu was originally itself a commentary
(partially derived from the Huainanzi #£5 ) in which the notes had
been incorporated into the main text, and that this version of the text
dates to the Later Han or Wei $i.

The bamboo strip text is far from complete, with more lacunae than
text, and little survives from the section cited above, from the “Jiu shou”
JL5F chapter of the Xu Lingfu text. It is reasonable to suppose that
the citation is a later commentarial addition, rather than a legacy of a
pre-Qin original. Apart from the relative stylistic fluidity of this text in
comparison with the bamboo-strip version, the context of the chapter
makes it obvious that this note on the “urging goblet” is a commentarial
excursus with little relation to the main subject. However, the chapter
should have reached something like its present form by the Wei at latest,
for Cao Zhi ®1H (192-232) cites a sentence from this section in his “Peti-
tion to be Re-united with Family” (Qiu tong gingin biao KB ). The
sentence, “Neither put prosperity first, nor favor misfortune” 1~ 218

39. Hebei sheng wenwu yanjiusuo Dingzhou Han jian zhengli xiaozu ] it & 3
P FEETE M A% #, “Dingzhou Xi-Han Zhongshan Huaiwang mu zhujian
Wenzi shiwen” T {85 B (1118 X BATRE C0F) BT, Wenwy W) 1995.12, 27-34.
There is currently no published scholarly translation or monograph on the Wenzi in
English, apart from two graduate theses (Paul van Els, “The Wenzi: Creation and Ma-
nipulation of a Chinese philosophical text” [Ph.D. diss., Leiden, 2006]; Imre Galambos,
“The Dingxian Wenzi: Translation and Prolegomena,” [Master’s thesis, University
of California, Berkeley, 1998]). However, there is a French translation and analytical
commentary by Charles Le Blanc, Le Wen zi: 4 la fumiére de Uhistoire et de 'archéologie
{(Montréal: Presses de I'Université de Montréal, 2000), which includes comparison with
the Huainanzi # 7 + as well as some discussion of the reception history of the text.

40. See, for example, Zhang Fenggian 3% ¥ 47, “Shilun zhujian Wenzi yu jinben Wenzi
de guanxi” BRI (XF) ®BE5AE CIF) 9%, Zhongguo shehui kexue PRI
HFHS 1998.2, 117-26; and Ge Gangyan B B2, “You chutu zhujian Wenzi kan jinben
Wenzi de chengshu zuben” @it 718 (XX F) & &5& (L) dnEEE, Guji
zhengli yanjiu xuekan 5 I FLH | 2004.1, 10-18. The latter article in particular
includes a brief but useful review of the scholarly literature to date.
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4 0 T 2%, is part of a longer extract,*! nearly identical to a passage
in the seventh juan of the Huainanzi 2 However, Cao Zhi attributes it to
the Wenzi, which suggests that even this admittedly spurious chapter
still must have a relatively early provenance, most likely in the Later
Han. For, in a series of cautious and detailed articles comparing the
texts of the bamboo-strip Wenzi, the Xu Lingfu Wenzi and the Gao You
&5 (c. 168-212) commentary on the Huainanzi, He Zhihua {i] #5 % has
persuasively argued that major portions of the bamboo-strip text must
date to the late Western Han, and that the Xu Lingfu text was fixed by
the late Eastern Han 4

Hence, while the Wenzi text is not a pre-Qin example of identification of
the zhi with the gigi,# and, like the slightly later Guo Xiang commentary,
seems only to date such an identification to the Later Han, a careful read-
ing of the Wenzi and the Guo Xiang Zhuangzi commentary in conjunction
provides clear evidence that the identification is significantly older. The
key is that both Guo Xiang and the Wenzi redactor have changed the Xunzi
formulation, and both edits are apparently due to the misunderstanding
of a received formulation. The first phrase in the Xunzi description, “it
is upright when half-full” (zhong er zheng Hifi if), is perhaps the most
difficult to understand out of context, and Guo Xiang simply eliminates
it from his description of the zhi. The Wenzi redactor apparently assumes
a character substitution, and tells us that the vessel “pours out and is
righted” (chong ze zheng %1 8i|1F ).% Both solutions accomplish the same
thing: they take a text which describes a three-position vessel (upright,

41. Zhao Youwen #{157¢, Cao Zhi ji jiavzhu ¥ {E $ 51 (Taipei: Mingwen, 1985),
437.

42. Liu Wendian 888, Huainan honglie jijie #1955 S8 (Taipei: Wenshizhe,
1985), 65.

43. These articles have been collected and reprinted, with slight revisions, in He
Zhihua {i] 15 %8, “Wenzi” zhuzuo niandai xinzheng {0y BEVRERFH (Hong Kong:
Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2004).

44. There is solid linguistic evidence that portions of both the bamboo-strip and the
Xu Lingfu texts date to the Warring States era (cf. introduction to Wenzi jiaozhu S -FH %,
ed. Peng Yushang § #1# [Chengdu: Sichuan, 2006)], 2~4). Weighed against He Zhihua's
evidence, mentioned above, for a later date for other portions of the text, this pre-Qin
linguistic evidence can at most point to a slowly-evolving text. For present purposes,
it is merely helpful to note that evidence of partial Warring States provenance closely
tracks with the partially-altered formulation from the Xunzi discussed below.

45. Alternatively, it is of course possible to assume with Peng Yushang, Wenzi jinozhu,
67, and Zhao Yali # it B, Wenzi sixiang ji zhujian ‘Wenzi’ {3XFy BARRITRE (0 F)
[Beijing: Beijing Yanshan, 2005), 88) that it is the Wenzi text that contains a character
substitution. However, it seems that Xu's addition of a “water” 7K radical is a less likely
accident than his assumption of a dropped radical, especially as the reading of chong
makes more sense for one who has not seen such a vessel.
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inclining, or flipped), and edit it to describe a two-action vessel (self-
righting or self-tipping). It is the sort of edit that would be made when
no more such vessels are available to be known through experience, and
the interpreter is attempting to deal with a received formulation.

This point is confirmed by a perhaps more obvious facet of the Wenzi:
the fact that the “urging goblet” (youzhi) of the Wenzi passage cited above
is described as a possession of the mythological kings (sanhuang wudi =
& h ) rather obviously precludes it being a common object at the time
of the text’s composition. Furthermore, since Duke Huan of Lu (d. 694
5.C.E.) was obviously not nearly ancient enough to be covered by such a
phrase, the redactor was probably not working directly from the text of
the Xunzi in writing this note.

Furthermore, we have direct evidence attesting that the tipping-vessel
was an exclusively elite object by the Later Han, and that it entirely
disappeared with the fall of the dynasty. According to the Jin shuy B&
biography of Du Yu #:7f (222-285), that minister ran into difficulties
when attempting a reconstruction of the gigi: “The tipping-vessel of the
Zhou ancestral shrine was still by the throne when the Han came to the
Eastern Capital. In the chaos at the end of the Han, it was kept no longer,
and [knowledge of the] form and construction were lost” /& & #i3%
ERFEFBEH L - FERBR - TIEEF > BHIZEE . Not only do we
learn from this quote that the tipping vessel itself was lost by the end of
the Han, we know that it was exclusively a royal object by that point—if
it was in common use, its form would have been common knowledge,
and hence not susceptible to sudden loss. Indeed, this had probably been
the case for centuries, as something similar must be implied by the Xunzi
passage: Confucius has previously heard of the tipping-vessel, but never
seen one until encountering the model on display in the ancestral shrine
of Duke Huan.

Hence, by the Later Han there could not have been any clear idea of
what a tipping vessel was or how it functioned among those who had
not seen one at court. When both Guo Xiang and the Wenzi not-quite-
accurately describe the zhi as a tipping-vessel, the vagaries of their
understanding, as revealed by their misunderstandings of the phrase
zhong er zheng, are not to be understood as evidence of any distinction
between the zhi and the gigi, but rather as simple ignorance of the exact
function of that object, to which either name could be applied.

Even assuming the identity, or at least functional similarity, of the zhi
with the gigi, one would still gain no strong insight into the Zhuangzi

46. Xinjiaoben Jin shu ¥4 % &, ed. Yang Jialuo # % 5§ (Taipei: Dingwen 3,
1976) (“Lie zhuan: Du Yu” 5i|{#: # ¥), 34.1028.
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from textual evidence alone. For, as the above references demonstrate,
texts alone, in the absence of direct experience of the object, only resulted
in confusion. The Jin shu text testifying to the loss of the zhi is given in
the context of Du Yu's frustrating attempt to reconstruct one without
a working model. Later imperial history is littered with references to
similar attempts to recreate the object.#” Time alone could only carry us
farther from the source of Zhuangzi's reference, were we only to work
from the same set of silent texts, never obtaining a model of the exact zhi
to which the Zhuangzi refers, never knowing an origin or function that
could have been referenced by the metaphor of the zhiyan.

Yangshao Archaeology and Tipping-Vessel Irrigation

Fortunately, texts are not our only available resources, even for those of
us who are primarily literary scholars. Mainland archaeological work of
recent years allows us to approach a solution from the tangible sphere
of material culture. The key element was the 1953 recovery of a narrow-
bottomed ceramic jug of uncertain provenance by the Shanxi Cultural
Affairs Bureau, and a subsequent 1958 article on the jug by one Zhang
Ling 3R 1H. Although there are problems with the paper, not least the total
inability to date the jug or even detail the circumstances of its excavation,
Zhang deserves credit for first proposing that this particular shape of
narrow-bottomed jug was what was referred to in both the Xunzi passage
on the gigi, and the Guo Xiang commentary on the zhi (see Fig. 1).%8
The subject of the narrow-bottomed jug was dropped until 1982,
when Huang Chongyue # 5 I, then of People’s University, noted that
narrow-mouth, narrow-bottomed jugs had been found at several sites

47. There were again several experiments at recreating the object in the Sui. C¥.
Wei Zheng B et al, Swi shu & (“Tianwen zhi [shang)” ¥ & (L)) (Betjing:
Zhonghua, 1973), 2.529: “At the beginning of the Daye reign period, Geng Xun made an
ancient tipping-vessel, [which was] filled through a spout, and presented it to Yangdi”
KEY] - BAEEHE > LUBKEY - TS, Tang: of. Ouyang Xiu BB et
al, Xin-Tang shu ¥ % (“Taizong zhuzi liezhuan” K F) (Beijing: Zhonghua,
1975),12.3583: “Gao tried himself to create a tipping-vessel” 5% & B A #088), and
Song: cf. Tuotuo 2 et al,, Song shi F 52 (“Su Yijian liezhuan” &5 @ 5 {#) (Beijing:
Zhonghua, 1985), 26.9172, “Another day, [Su] Yijian entered the palace, and was using
water to try out a tipping-vessel” {1 - [§¥ ]S A8 B4 » LUK S and juan 298
“[Yan Su] experimentally made a compass, two odometer-cars, and a tipping-vessel,
and presented them [to the throne]” [ R ¥ E R - 3L RE T E R HE LKD), Even
as late as 1889, the Guangxu ¥:# emperor had a tipping-vessel manufactured; that
artifact is now in Beijing, at the Palace Museum. See Li Songling F#1##, “Qufu guilai
hua qiqi” 8 BRE R AR, Beijing dang’an 3 SR K 2003.12, 45-46.

48. Zhang Ling 3& i, “Jiandi zhonger ping he ‘qiqi’ de guanxi” 4 & & E ) &1
88" WIS, Shanxi shifan xueyuan xuebao ||| 76§ 70 kb2 A 40 1958.1, 45-48.



The Yangshao tipping vessel (a) tipping while
empty; (b) upright while half-full; (c) pouring
out after completely full. (Illustration by Rodrigo
Lopez, adapted from Zhang Ling 3& %, “Jiandi
zhonger ping he ‘gigi’ de guanxi” 42 JEE b H LA
“EUER” WIBRSR Shanxi shifanxueyuan xuebao |1 T
BRSBTS 1 (1958), 45-48.)
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of the Neolithic Yangshao #l§# culture (mid-5th millennium B.c.E.).
Apparently, the jugs were often found in proximity to wells, and Huang
speculated that the narrow mouth was used for regulating water flow in
manual field irrigation.** At the time, Huang was apparently unaware
of Zhang Ling’s earlier speculation, and did not make any connection
to the tipping-vessel or the zhi. Other work of the eighties noted the odd
physical properties of the jugs, which had handles at or below the center
of gravity of the jugs when full, but similarly made no connection to the
vessels mentioned in early texts.®

However, beginning in the late eighties, Huang and Sun Xiao 5% of
the Xi’an Banpo 3 #{ site museum, which holds many of the Yangshao
relics, published a series of articles based upon actual experimentation
on the jugs, combined with some initial textual research. In those articles,
Huang and Sun,, along with additional occasional natural-science col-
laborators from Peking University, argued that the tipping-tendencies
of the vessels could not have been intended to ease filling, as some had
suggested, but must have another function;?! that the high center of
gravity of the jugs relative to their handles do cause most to display
the properties of the tipping-vessel as described in the Xunzi (namely,
that it “slants when empty, stands upright when half-full, and tips over
when full”f§BI# > 1 BI|F » #5I);5 that oracle-bone and bronze
inscriptions from the Shang # and Zhou /& attest to both ritual and
agricultural uses for the small-mouth, narrow-bottomed jug;> and that
the use of the vessel in irrigation was driven by its ability to deliver a
constant, low-flow stream of water, without the attention of the farmer,
who held strings attached to the handles while the jugs tipped over of
themselves.>

This research explains the difficulty with the Han Feizi passage, men-
tioned above: namely, can there be zhi which are made of clay, rather

49. Huang Chongyue ¥ %4, “Shuijing qiyuan chutan” 7K1 ¥1#E, Nongye
kaogu B 3% % 1982.2, 130-35.

50. See Liao Cailiang P §. %, “Jiandiping de kexue” 4/ #7FI8L, in Zhonghua
yuangu zuxign de faming oF B3 2 1 1 $£ 85 (Guangzhou: Kexue puji, 1982), 47, and
Wang Jinguang T- 3¢ and Hong Zhenyuan it # %, Zhongquo gudai widixue shihua v
E #4555 (Shijiazhuang: Hebei renmin, 1981), 48.

51. Sun Xiao %% and Huang Chongyue, “Banpo leixing jiandiping ceshi” % 5§
BRI, Wenbo 18 1988.1, 18—24.

52. Wang Dajun ¥ X #9, Tang Jin /&5, Zhang Qing & #, Sun Xiao £, and Zhao
Jiangang #42R!, “Banpo jiandiping de yongtu ji qi lixue xingneng de taolun” £ i %4
JEEHERY i B L ) SR RERU 3T 2R, Wenbo 1989.6, 36-41.

53. Sun Xiao $# %, “Yiqi yu jiandiping kaolue” & 3% 8 4 [K i %85, Wenbo 1990.4,
41-48.

54. Huang Chongyue and Sun Xiao, “Yuanshi giguan nongye yu gigikao” 44 %
B E R BRE, Nongye kaogu 1994.1, 247-58.
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than jade? Obviously, all of the objects analyzed as gigi by the above
archaeologists are ceramics, and this makes perfect sense if one follows
the speculations as to usage by Huang and Sun. As for the development
of the separate usage of the word zhi to mean “goblet,” Huang and Sun
offer interesting evidence from oracle bone and bronze inscriptions
as a sidelight to two of their later articles. This article also mentions,
almost as an aside, that early oracle bone and bronze versions of the
you/jiu B4/ characters are remarkably similar in shape to the Yang-
shao narrow-bottomed jugs found at Banpo and elsewhere, and that
early wine-goblet versions of the zhi may have been so called because
of a narrow bottom which was perhaps rounded out by the time of the
Shuo wen definition of zhi: “The zhi is a round[ed] vessel” /& [ 3§ th ¢ If
one accepts this argument, then the terminological instability argued
for earlier in this paper must have an extremely early provenance, and
the word must have had an established multiple signification before the
composition of the earliest strata of the Zhuangzi.

Agricultural Cycles and the Transcendent Zhi

There is not enough evidence to trace any certain evolution of the word
zhi in all of this, but there definitely is enough evidence to suggest that
Zhuangzi would have had access to this alternative meaning of zhi as
“tipping-vessel.” The use of the word to mean “goblet,” as became
standard in the later literary tradition, was likely widespread during
the Warring States, and one cannot assert a priori that “goblet words” is
a linguistically impossible reading for zhiyan. But the reading, “tipping-
vessel words,” which would later become impossible through semantic
shift in the word zhi, seems to have been an equally likely possibility
during the Warring States period. It remains to trace how such a pos-
sibility may have affected the composition and phrasing of the Zh uangzi
definition of zhiyan itself.

As mentioned above, the association of goblet-zhi with ceremonial
wishes for longevity creates a number of serious contradictions with the
Zhuangzi text. In contrast, a reading of zhiyan as meaning “tipping-vessel
words,” while perhaps not obvious or demanded by the text, is a better
fit and solves hermeneutical problems which would otherwise remain
mysterious. Not only does such a reading resolve the above-mentioned
contradictions, the agricultural uses of the tipping-vessel as described
by Huang and Sun reveal new and interesting properties of the zhiyan as

55. Sun, "Yigi;” Huang and Sun, “Yuanshi giguan.”
56. Shuowen jiezi, 10.1084.
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Zhuangzi formulates it. This fact allows us to go beyond mere assertions
of linguistic instability, to understand how Zhuangzi characterizes such
instability as a temporally-inflected phenomenon.

Let us return to the definition of the term, and begin at the beginning:
“Zhi-words bring forth daily.” Daily, and not occasionally: the zhiyan
are the stuff of everyday Zhuangzian speech, the way language ought
to be all the time, not formal words reserved for ceremonial usage. And
these words “bring forth.” This is awkward translation, but to a purpose.
However one understands zhi, as goblet or as farm-implement, the word
chu really should be a transitive verb with no expressed object—i.e., the
vessels, whatever they are, are pouring something out. But chu is a bizarre
word to describe the action of a goblet. One can conceive of a goblet as
“pouring” wine into the mouth of the happy reveler, but normally such
action, in Chinese as in English, is ascribed to the human rather than
the vessel, and is called “drinking.” The natural verbal function of most
types of goblet is to hold, to contain. Vessels used in manual irrigation,
however, do naturally “pour” —that is their function, and one does not
conceive of them otherwise.

After the words are poured out, they “spread out” (manyan). In most
traditional interpretations, metaphorical interpretations of this line are
discounted: this is not part of the metaphor; it only describes the quality
of Zhuangzi’s words. Because the “ goblet words” are unstable, they are
able to spread out in space and time® to reach a larger audience. And of
course, this is the only reasonable way to take the passage if one is reading
“goblet” for zhi. But if the zhi is a tipping-vessel used for irrigation, then
manyan is a natural extension of the basic metaphor. “Spreading out”
water over the whole of a field is simply the definition of irrigation.

But what could Zhuangzi's words be irrigating? Seeds, of course:

WMWWEE PHILKIR - RBEX ! BYEREL 0 LTEEAE

If there were not zhiyan to pour forth daily, harmonized from the
heavenly beginnings, who could last long? All things are seeds, and
yield to each other through differing forms.5s

All objects are seeds—a metaphor which makes little or no sense if their
correlate words are fancy jade goblets, but which is entirely sensible if

57. Watson, The Complete Works of Chuang-tzu (New York: Columbia University Press,
1968), 304, for instance, transcribes the phrase as “leave them to their endless changes,”
a phrase which follows many of the traditional commentators, and which, if correct,
should be an additional argument in favor of the temporal context argued for here.

58. Zhuangzi jishi, gso0.
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one has been speaking of agriculture from the beginning. Of course, this
allegory is not schematic: it is not that the seeds of the material world
attain the fullness of their being only through the irrigating effect of
language. This would be to assert a linguistic idealism almost directly
opposite to what Zhuangzi advocates. However, cyclical language,
language which itself is unstable and does not grasp at nature, can
participate in the self-productive cycles of the world of things. Things
create each other, form yielding to form, in endless cycles. Words which
are themselves timeless in their instability can help one go along for the
ride, to “last long” by harmonizing the self with the flux of nature,

While it may be unreasonable to claim certainty for this agricultural
reading, hopefully the above explication has made it more plausible.
However, one still must explain the strange use of the term tignni F*
{%. The word is meant to be something of a neologism—in one of the
related passages in the “Qiwu lun” chapter, the narrator rhetorically
asks, “What do I mean by ‘harmonizing it by the tignni” {a]35#12 L,
K {527%° Naturally, the answer he gives to his own question is unhelp-
ful in deciding the original metaphorical character of tianni—he skips
straight to the moral lesson, that one should “affirm negation, and ‘so’
the ‘not-so.” BT f& » SRT-#X. Moreover, the problem is made worse
by the end of the “Yu yan” chapter passage, where tanni is declared
equivalent to the also-problematic tianjun %145, “Heavenly evenness.”
Most commentators, encouraged by that later equation, treat tianni as
meaning “heavenly divisions” —i.e., the actual non-divisions of that
undivided reality which lies beyond language, and the loss of which is
narrated in the entrance into language which occupies the majority of
this paragraph. In other words, it is understood that zhiyan are the kind
of words which somehow acknowledge the natural continuity of the “ten
thousand things” and thereby escape the categorizing, divisive function
of language.

However, it must be noted that the phrase which actually equates
the terms tianni and tianjun K9 K {7 th comes at the very end of this
passage and looks suspiciously like a commentarial note which has been
at some point interpolated into the main body of the text. If this is so,
then it obviously diminishes the authority of the equation as regards
explication of the quasi-gnomic formula in which the zhiyan is initially
explicated, and the apparent correlation with a tianjun meaning “heav-
enly equality” to produce a reading of tianni as “heavenly divisions”
would be much less certain. However, even if one were to take this final

59. Zhuangzi jishi, 108; Burton Watson, Chuang-tzu, 304.
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equation as being from Zhuang Zhou himself, the reading of tianni as
“heavenly divisions” is very unlikely, precisely because tianjun does
not in fact mean “heavenly equality.” Consider the alternate version
of this term located in one of the “Qiwu lun” passages closely related
to this passage: “Therefore the sage harmonizes it by affirmation and
negation, and rests in the heavenly potter’s wheel” & LIE Az LR
FEM K- K $9.9 If one had only this latter sentence, one could reason-
ably argue the case in reverse, and propose that jun £J is a substitute
for jun 39, despite the attractiveness of the image of rest at the center of
the spinning wheel. However, the spinning, cycling, loop-imagery from
our primary text seems determinative: “All things are seeds, and yield
to each other through differing forms, beginning and ending like a loop,
with no one to grasp its principle —this is called tianjun” B EEH -

DARIEAES - s8] - R HAR - 23F K. Just as the potter's
wheel produces ceramics from the eternally still center of a perpetual
whir, allegorical language grows up out of the ceaselessness of ceaseless
change.

If the temporality of such a formulation seems overstated, consider the
connotations of ni {f. The use of ni to mean “categorize” is possible, and
attested within the Zhuangzi (“Qiu shui” #X7K chapter): “When evil is
complete, one distinguishes noble and mean; when evil is complete, one

“distinguishes smallness and greatness” B2 M{H & > BEMHR/vA2

But ni is a complex word, and one with plentiful temporal associations.
The root meaning of the word, suggested by the radical, is “child;” and
there are also attestations of temporal usage within the Zhuangzi. So, for
example, in “turning back and forth from start to finish, not knowing
end from beginning” &7 #45§% » T AR (from a passage all about flux
and metamorphosis, in the “Da zongshi” X 5ZRl chapter), the context
begs for a temporal reading.®® Indeed, issues of temporality suffuse the
chapter from which both of these texts are cited, along with other uses
of ni, and one might even read the former example as describing the
“origin” of noble and mean, smallness and greatness.®

60. Zhuangzi jishi, 70.

61. Zhuangzi jishi, 950. Lun {f (“principle”) may also be a pun on [un § “wheel.”

62. Zhuangzi jishi, 577.

63. Zhuangzi jishi, 268. )

64. It must be noted that A. C. Graham postulates an interesting alternative reading,
translating the phrase in question as, “The "Potter's Wheel of Heaven' is the whetstone
of Heaven” (Chuang-Tzu: The Inmer Chapters [London; George Allen & Unwin, Hom;
107). The logic of Graham's translation is easy to follow, correctly taking jun 19 as jun
#, and postulating n/ as a similar object. Perhaps also in favor of such a reading is
the fact that the smoothing function of both machines suits their association with the
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Given such a pattern of usage, therefore, it is entirely reasonable to
consider tianni as meaning “heavenly beginnings” —especially as it is
structurally paired against giongnian, “finishing out the year{s].” This
does not make the passage suddenly lucid and self-interpreting, but
it does create interesting implications for a reading of “tipping-vessel
words.” If zhiyan are words which irrigate daily, if those days are the
regular days of field-labor, then “heavenly beginning[s]” and “finishing
the year{s|” suggest, at once, both the cycle of any given agricultural
year from planting and watering to reaping and emptiness; and also
the timelessness of that cycle, oscillating back and forth from the begin-
ning until the end of time. As a Neolithic invention, the tipping-vessel
was obviously archaic, and as the passage from the Wenzi cited above
demonstrates, the object was known to be so ancient as to date from the
time of the mythological kings— “heavenly beginnings,” indeed.

The zhiyan is thus being figured as a mode which is ineffably ancient,
yet fit for commonplace, everyday usage. It is something which is
unstable, certainly, which owes its essence to a constant tipping and
consequent overflow —but which is unstable in cycles, and which has
a rhythmic, eternal quality tied to the cycles of heaven and earth. Day
in and day out, from the heavenly beginnings to the end of years,
properly unstable speech carries the power to irrigate the seeds of the
ten thousand things, to cooperate with nature in the metamorphoses
of forms.

This idealized form of unstable, cyclical language is opposed to pro-
gressive, incremental language throughout the center section of this
paragraph: “If one does not speak, then there is evenness; but evenness
[joined with] speech is uneven, and speech [joined with] evenness is
uneven. Therefore it is said: don’t speak” " ERIE » BHETE B
BIE A B > 7 E . The same sentiment is expressed more fully in
several of the most difficult (and playful) passages on language in the
“Qiwu lun,” including this famous one:

FHBHACE - MEYEEE— - BEh—% > ABEST K
CHZ—% BEBEST» —®WEL" “H— B> B L
o HETRE MRELTE s

Heaven and earth were born at the same time as I was, and the ten
thousand things are one with me.

“Qiwu lun.” However, it is harder to discern Graham's linguistic basis for reading ni
as a whetstone specifically, given that the most common early words for whetstone, di
H{ and Ii fl, do not seem plausible character-substitutions for i,

65. Zhuangzi fishi, 79.
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We have already become one, so how can 1 say anything? But I
have just said that we are one, so how can I not be saying something?
The one and what [ say about it make two, and two and the original
one make three. If we go on this way, then even the cleverest math-
ematician can't tell where we'll end, much less an ordinary man.s

Wrong modes of language simply pile up upon themselves, leading to
distance, distinction, division of self from nature and language from
self, and ultimately the futile attempt of cleverness to catch up with its
own products. Better to stay still, to speak the speechless language of
indefinite figuration.

Conclusion

Out of the great heap of textual and archaeological evidence given above,
it is possible to produce the speculative history of a trope:

Once upon a time, at the beginning of history, farmers learned how to
make a kind of clay vessel that would tip over automatically. They also
realized that such a vessel was useful in evenly irrigating large fields,
and it proved so useful that it was used for thousands of years. Such a
widely-used object, with such remarkable “automated” behavior, was
by the late Warring States credited with enough significance, or at least
value as a curiosity, to be placed in ancestral halls such as that of Duke
Huan, or at least to make such a placement plausible to the redactor of the
Han Feizi. Somehow, this adoption and placement of the vessel in elite,
ceremonial contexts apparently encouraged the application of its name,
zhi, to be applied to another elite and ceremonial form of jade goblet;
at the same time, popular agricultural use of the ceramic tipping-vessel
was dying out, perhaps due to advances in agricultural technology, such
as the introduction of the well-sweep for raising water from wells. At
this time when popular usage was dying out, Zhuangzi—looking for a
recognizable metaphor of both instability and timelessness —used the zhi
as a metaphor for his own mode of speech. After usage of the agricultural
zhi died out, and after multiple revolutions caused the elite tipping-zhi to
be scattered and lost, cultural memory of the item—and its association
with the word zhi—persisted into the Wei. However, by this point the
only physical objects still known as zhi were jade goblets, and with the
forgetting of the older meaning of the word, readers from this point on
could only think of such goblets when reading the Zhuangzi.

Such a narrative can only be speculative, even though every step in it
hasbeen evidentially attested —such is the nature of histories in general,

66. Watson, Chuang-u, 43.
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and early histories in particular. Accusatory lacunae infest all attempts to
trace long-gone cultural phenomena, and doubt is a structural property
of discourse.

But to the extent that the above narrative is a reasonable interpreta-
tion of available textual and archaeological evidence — perhaps the most
reasonable interpretation when the full quota of all available evidence
is considered —the secret history of the zhiyan comments on its evident
linguistics. For, whether or not one ultimately accepts a reading of the
zhi as irrigation-vessel, temporality is too strongly written into the zhiyan
passage and its related texts in the “Qiwu lun” to be accidental. The zhi-
yan, whatever it is, is offered as a mode which pours forth daily, which
starts from heavenly origins and finishes out the years, which allows one
to last long, which follows the ten thousand things in their revolution
through beginnings and endings. It is a mode which lies inside time, but
chooses not to participate in history.

To the extent that exegesis of the passage has been contingent upon
historical conditions, the zhiyan testifies on its own behalf in a more
sophisticated fashion than as semi-nonsense advocating semi-nonsense.
Following the object-world, it is subject to the loops of beginning and
ending, growth and decay and metamorphosis. And yet it simultane-
ously has the power to escape the contingency of history—lying fixed
in a textual amber, preserved for the ages of scientific advance, waiting
for properly attentive, or credulous, scrutiny.




