
I n  t h i s  b o o k ,  w e  at t e m p t  a  r e a d i n g  o f  D a o i s t  phi-
 losophy that departs from more common spiritual or metaphysical frame-
works. We approach the Zhuangzi as a sometimes biting and provocative 
sociopolitical critique of its times and reflect on its often comical expression 
of a subversive existential mode that allows one to better endure or even to 
thrive in adverse circumstances. For us, this text, among other things, advises 
against the common human tendency to develop an inflated ego in reaction 
to success—or to lose confidence in response to failure. The socially induced 
identity one adopts may turn out to be an ominous chimera. For the sake of 
maintaining sanity, the Zhuangzi undermines rigid beliefs, judgments, pref-
erences, and dislikes by fostering a humorous attitude toward the world and, 
in particular, toward oneself.

When we arrived at the idea for this book, we first imagined it as both a 
study of the Zhuangzi and an outline of a New Daoist philosophy.1 Eventually, 
we decided to rein in our ambitions and focus on the first goal only, saving 
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the second endeavor for another occasion. Still, we hope that a sympathetic 
reader may be able to infer a trajectory toward a potential New Daoism from 
the gist of our interpretations.

We would like to express our deepest gratitude to the eminent New Dao-
ist philosopher Chen Guying—a role model for us—for contributing the fore-
word to this book. We are indebted to Seth Crownover and Mike Ashby for 
editing the text and correcting many mistakes and to Christian Schwermann 
for providing much-appreciated sinological and otherwise knowledgeable 
input. We pay due respect to Brook Ziporyn for inspiring much of our under-
standing of Daoism, and we are grateful for the advice on genuine pretend-
ing, as well as general comments, to Sarah Flavel, John and Mary Jo Maraldo, 
Michael Nylan, Julia Jansen, Henry Rosemont Jr., Rolf Trauzettel, Andrew 
Whitehead, Trenton Wilson, Yang Guorong, and Ellen Zhang. We thank 
Robert Carleo for inventing the term “zhenuineness,” Robin Wang for living 
and sharing her own version of being a New Daoist, and Hans-Rudolf Kantor 
for nothing in particular. We wish to thank Wendy Lochner at Columbia 
University Press for her support, and we extend our gratitude for permission 
to use some revised excerpts from our other publications to Roger Ames 
(Philosophy East and West), the University of Hawai‘i Press, Huang Yong and 
Springer (Dao), and Livia Kohn (Three Pines Press). As is academically custom-
ary, we accept full responsibility for any errors and shortcomings of this work 
and assign all the blame for them to the respective other of the two of us.
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