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A NOTE CONCERNING THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN “BUTCHER
DING” AND “NOURISHING LIFE”
IN THE TRADITIONAL ZHUANGZI
COMMENTARIES

John Williams*

Abstract

The present discussion aims to help corroborate recent claims that the
link between nourishing life 4 and the Butcher Ding J& | vignette
from chapter 3 of the Zhuangzi j{fF (c. fourth to third century BCE)
might be taken seriously, while at the same time falsifying recent claims
that it is nonetheless uncommon for the connection to be taken seri-
ously. This is achieved by supplying several pieces of textual evidence
from leading figures from throughout the history of Zhuangzi studies
who all explicitly make the connection and take it seriously. Beyond
corroborating one claim and falsifying the other, the present discussion
provides renderings of much hitherto untranslated work so as to pre-
vent future scholars from underestimating just how common it is to take
the link between the Butcher Ding story and nourishing life seriously.

Franklin Perkins, a distinguished scholar of Chinese philosophy, makes
a vital point regarding the “skill” stories in the Zhuangzi ;¥ (c. fourth
to third century BCE):

The problem comes, as it so often does in the Zhuangzi, when we try
to determine what the stories mean. We assume that the text is doing
more than just telling us how to become a great artisan or cicada
catcher, but what is that greater point?*

Perkins then focuses on the one “skill” story of the Inner Chapters,
namely, that of Butcher Ding butchering an ox and pontificating to Lord
Wenhui. Perkins then reaches what seems to me to be the right con-
clusion, the point of the story is that it is about nourishing life. I aim to
help further corroborate this claim by documenting many distinguished
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exegetes who took seriously the link between Butcher Ding’s butchering
and nourishing life.

But Perkins makes one claim that I think is incorrect: “Sikri gives one
of the few discussions of the Butcher Ding story that takes seriously the
connection to nourishing life.”>

This is a curious claim. Many of the key readers over the past two
millennia have found it natural to read the passage that way. (I am work-
ing with the assumption that the reader is already familiar with the key
traditional Zhuangzi authorities, and I shall proceed to supplying textual
evidence. A glance through tables of contents to the works of Fang Yong
and Yan Lingfeng may help the non-specialist reader.) In the present
discussion I plan to document a sample of the many readings that take
seriously the link between the Butcher Ding story and nourishing life, in
order to (a) help substantiate Perkins’s contention that that is the point
of the story, while (b) disputing the claim that it is in any sense uncom-
mon for somebody to read the passage that way. (The latter is of course
an implication of Perkins’s claim, and if a claim has a false implication,
then it is false via modus tollens.) Beyond corroborating one claim and fal-
sifying the other, the present discussion will provide renderings of much
hitherto untranslated work so as to prevent future scholars from under-
estimating just how common it is to take seriously the link between the
Butcher Ding story and nourishing life. It is of course possible that the
traditional authorities were all wrong in supporting this claim, though it
at least counts in the reading’s favor (as a consensus among authorities
does, with the usual qualifications.)

Here are many of the leading Zhuangzi exegetes taking the connec-
tion between the Butcher Ding vignette and nourishing life seriously:

Guo Xiang FF% (c. 252-312):

One’s knife comes to be deftly utilized and so it is kept intact. One’s life
likewise comes to be deftly nourished and so it is kept intact (/] 2L
% > EIRDERE - ).

Cheng Xuanying %2 5% (c. 608-669):

This appears to rely on Butcher Ding in order to explain the art of nour-

ishing life (ILEZFE | DIEAE A 2 fii &t - )4

2. Perkins, “Skill and Nourishing Life,” 16.

3. Fang Yong /55, Zhuangzi zuanyao 7% (Beijing: Academic, 2009), 429. Trans-
lations throughout are the author’s own. See Christoph Harbsmeier, “Review of
Zhuangzi: A New Translation of the Sayings of Master Zhuang as Interpreted by Guo
Xiang,” Journal of Chinese Studies no. 76 (2023), 238.

4. Guo Qingfan Z[E%, Zhuangzi jishi T4, 3 vols. (Beijing: Zhonghua Book
Company, 2012), 124.
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Wang Pang F-55 (1044-1076):

Butcher Ding is indirectly speaking about nourishing life in terms of
butchering oxen ... Lord Wenhui was awakened by Butcher Ding’s
words and thereby understood how to nourish life, this is what we call
“approaching the Way” (Ja T B S @A R4 ... - SCEEZRERET Z
FIMAELE, Frasft it

Lin Zi #£5 (fl. 1085):

The ox illustrates the patterns of natural endowments, and the knife is
simply a metaphor for life. When one flows along with the patterns of
the natural endowments [of things] and acts unassertively, then one’s
life is not harmed;® when one flows along with the patterns of the ox’s
body and does not exert force, then the knife is not damaged (44
a2 B, TITHAE A o i 2 B Ry, A4 NG TS BRI A
23, AITIARRES < )7

Chen Jingyuan 57T (1035-1094):

With Butcher Ding one engages in the unadorned learning of the way
of nourishing life (fi7 | Z&& 4 2 7H).8

Chen Xiangdao [ ¥ (1053-1093):

If you enter the interstices with something that lacks thickness, then
there is enough space for the roving blade. How is this any different
from the way of nourishing life! (LIS AGM, V) H RS - &
428, SRR

Lin Xiyi ##53% (1193—-1271):

He uses a knife that lacks thickness to enter a body that has inter-
stices. When his roving blade is in the interstices it means that nothing
impedes/obstructs it. He is illustrating that the affairs of the world all
have natural guidelines as a matter of course, one just flows along and
moves with them. When one’s heart/mind is relaxed in this way, then
things are also unable to harm one ...."° Sometimes one encounters
adversity and is frantically at a loss. But when he aligns himself with
these twists and turns and he flows along in order to abide with them,
then they do not disturb his heart/mind and the affair passes by and

. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 427.

. This apparent non-sequitur is common in the literature.

. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 427.

. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 430.

. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 430.

o. This apparent non-sequitur is common in the literature.
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transforms, all at once as though from the beginning nothing had hap-
pened, and he begins to gain strength in nourishing life (LS5 7]
AAHZE, B, SERSH - mitE A g A, EIEmTT
Z o BB, VIR REGHT. - [ .. | SEBHIE 2 K, ZACELLSE, AIEE
Zetthy, LA 2, A EIELL, i (L, —EUTHEsR;, s Ra e It).

Chu Boxiu #&{H%5 (1230-12877):

The Butcher Ding section depicts the essential points in nourishing life
most strikingly (f& T FEAIUE A 2 5 R ).

Hanshan Deqing F&LLITE % (1546-1623):

This establishes the meaning of the “Essentials in Nourishing Life”
chapter, only with the affair of Butcher Ding butchering the ox does
he exhaust the wondrous subtleties of the essentials in nourishing
life. He employs it simply as a great metaphor and nothing more
(WBET-RUE AR THFZE MFRREEZW, DI5—K
S E).

Lin Yunming #ZE$4 (1628-1697):

When Butcher Ding butchers an ox, he enters the interstices with some-
thing that lacks, he strikes guided by the cavities ... This is indeed the
art of following the central meridian as a constant rule, there is no other
trick or scheme to it. When it comes to the way of nourishing life, how
is it any different from this? (g ] fi#4=, DUEE AGR, ftalEes, ...
LIRS B 68 2 il a2, - AR 38, SR TRIR?)

Sun Jiagan #4324 (1683-1753):

This illustrates taking the central meridian as a constant rule. He can
nourish his knife by following along the interstices with his roving
blade, he can nourish his life by following the central meridian with
his roving spirit, these are one and the same (JF5 584578 DL R4S, [
W T], G g, BB —h). 5

11. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 433; see Lin Xiyi M#&i%, Zhuangzi Yanzhai kouyi
Jinozhu JETFE7E C12EROE (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1987), 49-52.

12. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 433.

13. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 433.

14. Lin Yunming #EE§, Zhuangzi yin j#F[A (Shanghai: East China Normal Uni-
versity Press, 2011), 33.

15. Fang Yong, Zhuangzi zuanyao, 435.
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Liu Fengbao B £5 (1826-1905):

This passage relies on Butcher Ding butchering an ox to express the
secret meaning of nourishing life (PLEL &6 | 30 HE 4 T BLE)

The chapter gives a full explanation of the doctrine of “nourishing life,”
it is entirely contained in the line “he takes the central meridian as a
constant rule,” and he quotes the wonderful passage on “Butcher Ding
butchering the ox” to serve as evidence (& NER B “EE"TFE » ®E“4
BRI 51T A — B S ).

Wang Xiangian F5:f (1842-1918):

Although the oxen were many, they did not damage his blade.
Although things are various, they are not used to weary his mind. Both
attain the nourishing Way (425 » KNS Y] > i - RULELL 0 B
FrzEt).®

Guan Feng Bf§% (1919-2005):"9

Butcher Ding butchering the ox has many vivid descriptions, and its
basic idea is this: “Those joints have interstices, and the knife blade
has no thickness. If you enter the interstices with something that lacks
thickness, then all is well and there is enough space for the roving
blade.”—This is the way of “the essentials in nourishing life,” this is
the explanation of the image of “taking the central meridian as a con-
stant rule” (fa T i/, 1F TEF 2 A BHIME, THEA TARAE: “HEhE
A, 7IVEERE - DIEE A, WRISPER i T A it 52—
BUE BT 2, WU S UL B S 20

Fang Yong /558 (b. 1956):

The entire chapter takes “he takes the central meridian as his constant
rule” as its guiding thread, and he clarifies the doctrine of nourishing
life through three fables. The story of Butcher Ding butchering the ox

16. Liu Fengbao Bl £5, Nanhua xuexin bian B§#FEZ.( 4, 2 vols. (Beijing: Zhonghua
Book Company, 2013), 73.

17. Liu Fengbao, Nanhua xuexin bian, 68.

18. Wang Xianqgian F53f, Zhuangzi jijie £ F8f# (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Com-
pany, 1999), 30. See Christoph Harbsmeier and John R. Williams, The Inner Chapters of
the Zhuangzi: With Copious Annotations from the Chinese Commentaries (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, forthcoming), 101n34.

19. I include Guan Feng and Fang Yong, as their readings of the Zhuangzi are
informed by the reception history, so it is significant they see it this way.

20. Guan Feng [f|$%, Zhuangzi Neipian yijie he pipan £ N F1HE#] (Beijing:
Zhonghua Book Company, 1961), 156—57.
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illustrates the secret meaning of nourishing life (£/&E 2L “&E DL K
SR AT R AR R B o T RO >
M3 TEANERE)

It is clear from this brief overview that more than a few of the most
significant Zhuangzi scholars have taken seriously the link between the
Butcher Ding vignette and nourishing life. This textual evidence helps
corroborate Perkins’s claim that there is a serious link, while disproving
his claim that it is uncommon to take the link seriously.

Appendix: Further textual evidence

Here is further textual evidence that is more obscure than the preceding,
but sufficiently fascinating to warrant inclusion.

Fang Yizhi J5PI%% (1611-1671) has a “Chan (J: Zen) Buddhist” take
that takes the link seriously in its own idiosyncratic way:

Complying with the patterns of Heaven/Nature, his knife cuts amid
the joints [H1£fi], he pays very particular attention, looks around, and
then he wipes the blade off and puts it away.2* (Butcher Ding) is cook-
ing a white ox on the bare ground.” ({(¢*- KB > JJf#EHET - DZRABTH
VURHE & © ... RalgE a4 T ).

The last line is the key to the whole annotation. Here is an account of
“cooking the white oxen on the bare ground”:

What is the white ox on the bare ground? The expressions “white ox”
H4 and “bare ground” g1t derive originally from the famous para-
ble of the burning house in chapter 3 of the Lotus Sutra. In the parable
a rich father, in order to induce his children to leave their house that,
without their realizing it, has caught on fire, promises them all sorts
of toys. After the children have left the house and are sitting safely
outside on the “bare ground,” he gives them each a cart drawn by a
“white ox.”

Later Buddhist thinkers have often taken the two phrases out of con-
text and given them highly philosophical interpretations.2+

21. Fang Yong 7355, Zhuangzi jiangdu i F-5#%:H (Shanghai: East China Normal Uni-
versity Press, 2020), 64. See Harbsmeier and Williams, The Inner Chapters of the Zhuangzi,
96n1.

22. Reading 3= as a contraction of 3% JJfjj ..

23. Fang Yizhi J5LI%, Yaodi pao Zhuang EE#IEH (Beijing: Huaxia Publishing
House, 2011), 153.

24. Ruth Fuller Sasaki, trans., The Record of Linji (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i
Press, 2009), 302.
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The question becomes which of these later “highly philosophical
interpretations” Fang Yizhi had in mind.? In any event, the upshot is
that Butcher Ding is a symbol for removing mental hindrances, while
the topos of the ox is conveniently repeated. Leading contemporary
Taiwanese specialists on Fang Yizhi—Tsai Chen-feng 2%{R%, Wei
Chian-jiun #{T$9, and Lee Chung-ta 4= {.:7#—make the point:

A white ox on the ground” indicates a pure state that is free from wor-
ries and corruption. The Lotus Sutra uses it as a metaphor for a Buddha
vehicle [i.e., a way to become a Buddha] (F8# (44 » fEMEEEELYS
BB > CERERE) RIDAEEM—fh3f).

This takes the link between the Butcher Ding vignette and nourishing
life in a strange and interesting direction.

Chen Danzhong [F 5 (fl. 1643) and Juelang Daosheng &R 7E 7%
(1592-1659) adopt a “Confucianist” take in terms of the Doctrine of
the Mean that likewise takes the link seriously in its own idiosyncratic
way:

The Abbott [= Juelang Daosheng] says: “Taking the central merid-
ian as a constant rule is “the Way that is in accordance with the
endowed natures [of things]”;?” entering the interstices with some-
thing that lacks thickness is “when dispatched, everything is to the
appropriate degree [F1£fj].”2® Shejiang [= Chen Danzhong] says: “I
read these remarks, and only then did I understand that the “wis-
dom,” “benevolence,” and “courage” of the Doctrine of the Mean are
“a knife blade with no thickness” and that the Five Relationships and
Nine Classics are a whole ox that contains interstices. He also brings
out the word “careful circumspection” [{£] as the foundation/root
of “equilibrium” and “harmony”. It is a truly spiritual understand-
ing/cutting up [##]! How is he (Zhuang Zhou) comparable to those
who frivolously alter and ruin the Classics?” (ftz @ BB X
Mezith » DIREAAR - #ETEt - BTx - ki > Sy

25. Leading specialists from Taiwan maintain Fang Yizhi has a “Gong’an (J: Koan)
of Chan (J: Zen) Master Zhixian” (B {8~ /2 2€) in mind that involves “cooking a
white ox” (Z A1 4); Fang Yizhi 77205, Yaodi pao Zhuang jiaozhu SEHIEHASE, col-
lated and annotated by Tsai Chen-feng Z%R%, Wei Chian-jiun #{T$9, and Lee
Chung-ta 2217 (Taipei: National Taiwan University Press, 2017), 354n40.

26. See Fang Yizhi, Yaodi pao Zhuang jinozhu, 354n40.

27. The Doctrine of the Mean reads £ 7 5578 for 3% 7 #; see Wang Wenjin 3
#%, trans., Daxue Zhongyong yizhu KEZ:FFEEEEE (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company,
2013), 19.

28. The Doctrine of the Mean reads %17 & H1#fi for &% B HHfj; see Wang Wenjin, Daxue
Zhongyong yizhu, 19.
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D BEEEZTIY] > Afi - JUERARZ 24 - UL
TE, F o BEPZA > B | o mERaeatt).»

It should be noted that it was not uncommon to read the Zhuangzi
vis-a-vis the Doctrine of the Mean. Note that Juelang Daosheng and Chen
Danzhong are both alluding to the same lines from the Doctrine of the
Mean:

When delight, anger, sorrow, and joy never erupt forth, we call this
“equilibrium.” When they erupt but are all to the appropriate degree,
we call this “harmony” (FAX 4L 7 REFFE 2 5§81 B tP e 2 A1)

Juelang Daosheng and Chen Danzhong can be said to see the virtues
of “harmony” and “equilibrium” displayed by Butcher Ding when
carving the ox, which is yet another strange and interesting way to link
nourishing life with the story.

s GHT) MEacatrEd T T ) B TEd ) GRS REEE
RS
RE

AL ETESEATIARIEDRS © GHET) F=2faye T b salat
B EFEEEERR > B —REZEEREEET - [N AT
o Ry AE TR BRI T BB T (AR © ASOE IR — 2V IR EFET-0T
FEIE S 1Ay T B A ORI A RIS Rl o SRR AT
T AP BERABE R AR o AEALL - AT 2T S B S R WEEE
MBS > HAVEH AR A E T e R R g A 2 i IR e
Ay E VB -
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29. Fang Yizhi 75205, Yaodi pao Zhuang SEH#IIEHE (Beijing: Huaxia Publishing
House, 2011), 152-53.
30. Wang Wenjin, trans., Daxue Zhongyong yizhu KE2 T, 19.
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